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ABSTRACT 

V:rtue ethics is the view that virtue, happiness, flourishing, and human nature go 

together to constitute the core of ethics. However, this definition is far from precise. 

It raises questions about the foundation of virtue ethics, the logical relations between its 

main concepts (its "structure"), and its place in the standard taxonomy of moral theories 

as teleological or deontological. 

This work provides the analysis of the foundation, structure, and taxonomical 

classification of virtue ethics lacking in the contemporary literature. Such an analysis is 

necessary for successfully defending or attacking a modern version of virtue ethics. I 

argue that there are two main distinct forms which virtue ethics might take. Both are 

teleological, and neither is consequentialist; an analysis of virtue ethics reveals that the 

standard taxonomy of moral theories must be revised to allow for different sorts of non

consequential ism within a broader class of teleological theories. 

The foundation of the first form of virtue ethics is happiness, thus resembling standard 

consequentialist theories. However, it differs from such theories in three ways: first, 

virtue is constitutive of rather than instrumental to happiness. Second, happiness is given 

objective rather than subjective content. Third, it rejects reductionism, hierarchy, and 

completeness. 

The alternative also rejects reductionism, hierarchy, and completeness. However, its 

foundation is human nature, which need not be identified with happiness. Such a theory 
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is unavoidably naturalistic, and its need for an account of human nature raises many 

problems. 

Virtue ethics may take either of these broadly teleological yet unique forms. The first 

is more similar to other teleological theories, and is most viable. Its unique structure 

provides many advantages as well as some unique challenges. Only careful attention to 

structural and foundational details in the further development of virtue ethics will 

determine whether its benefits outweigh its faults. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION: THE STRUCTURE OF VIRTUE ETHICS 

Virtue ethics is the view that some or all of virtue, happiness, flourishing, and 

human nature go together to constitute the core of ethics. However, this definition is far 

from precise. It raises questions about the foundation of virtue ethics, the logical 

relations between its main concepts (its "structure"), and its place in the standard 

classification of moral theories as teleological or deontological. 

These questions are the focus of this work. This chapter briefly describes the state 

of contemporary virtue ethics literature, to be examined in more detail over the next two 

chapters, and characterizes three deficiencies within it. I explain the importance of these 

deficiencies and how I intend to correct them. At the end of this chapter, I describe two 

taxonomic systems and define the terminology necessary to precisely analyze the 

structure and foundation of virtue ethics. I argue that a teleological virtue ethics based 

on an objective notion of flourishing is most viable; however, human nature or perfection 

of character might also offer a foundation for virtue ethks. Regardless of whether virtue 

ethics takes human nature or flourishing as its foundation, its structure is significantly 

different from that of most moral theories. 
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Three Deficiencies in Contemporary Virtue Ethics 

The justification often given for (re)turning to virtue ethics is that it represents a 

strikingly different alternative to other moral theories. Much of the contemporary virtue 

ethics literature is preoccupied with criticizing these theories, especially utilitarianism and 

Kantia'1 ethics. There are three main thrusts to the criticism, as we'll see in Chapter 

Two: (1) the theories are incoherent; (2) they make inappropriate sorts of demands on 

moral agents due to a misguided, overly simplistic conception of the nature and purpose 

of morality; and (3) they are negligent or even "schizophrenic" in their lack of emphasis 

on character and moral development. The complaints are coupled with an assertion that 

virtue ethics will overcome these problems and provide a significantly better 

characterization of moral life. 

Philosophers and theologians hoping for a revival of virtue ethics often turn to 

Aristotle or St. Thomas Aquinas as the prime example of a well-developed virtue ethics. 

Unfortunately, this historical approach is not without its difficulties. As a result of it, 

virtue ethics is perceived to suffer from the same problems as Aristotelian ethics. Not 

the least of these is the alleged reliance on a scientifically naive teleology, forgivable in 

the case of Aristotle but inexcusable now. Serious doubts were long ago cast over 

Aristotle's theory of human nature, and in particular the ergon (characteristic activity or 

function) of humans. Furthermore, the building blocks Aristotle and Thomas used in 

constructing their theories do not look much like ours, although we don't always realize 

it. Over the centuries, our conceptions of happint~ss and flourishing have changed, along 
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with our understanding of the virtues; even in the time from Aristotle to Thomas, they 

changed significantly. Although contemporary virtue ethics is often called Aristotelian, 

deep structural differences that would presumably be necessary to avoid these problems 

are not explored in the contemporary literature. It's unlikely that we can go back; if our 

building blocks have deteriorated, we must attempt to improve or replace them rather 

than approach them as we would antiques to be faithfully restored. 

Others less familiar with or sympathetic to Aristotle and Thomas have tried to 

rebuild rather than revive. Unfortunately, such attempts have usually consisted not in 

full-scale construction projects, but rather in taking aside one or two building blocks, 

such as the concept of virtue (or more commonly, of a particular virtue) itself, and 

defending an account of it. Philosophers such as Edmund Pincoffs have worked on 

theories of the virtues, without attempting to develop a virtue (singular) theory. 

Although this is valuable and necessary work, it does not significantly advance attempts 

to assess the viability of virtue ethics as a whole, and as a competitor to Kantian, 

utilitarian, or contractarian ethics. 

The development of adequate theories of the virtues, happiness, flourishing, and 

especially human nature may take centuries. Moreover, the way these concepts are 

logically related within an ethics of virtue reveals much about how we need to understand 

the individual concepts, as we shall see. Discussing the structure of virtue ethics is much 

more than a mere exercise in classifying a theory. We won't have a finished building 

until the materials are completed and assembled, but we'd better take a look at the 
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blueprints before starting to build what may be a Sagrada Familia Cathedral, never to be 

completed in our lifetime or many others. 

Finally, some have given up building the cathedral for decades or even centuries to 

come because the materials are in such poor shape. This is the recommendation of 

G.E.M. Anscombe in "Modem Moral Philosophy.,,1 Until we have a much richer and 

more scientifically respectable understanding of moral psychology, happiness, and the 

virtues, Anscombe says we should give up moral philosophy. Even more radically, 

respected philosophers such as Annette Baier2 and Bernard Williams3 have suggested 

that we permanently abandon attempts at moral theorizing in favor of grounding ethics 

in actual moral experience. 

In the absence of sustained attempts to develop the structural outlirie~ of an ethics 

of virtue, these pessimistic recommendations are premature. Contemporary virtue 

ethicists simply have not, with very few and mostly quite limited exceptions, looked 

beyond the surface features or individual building blocks to discover what sort of theory 

they are constructing. Their attention has been focused on explaining the need for a 

theory with such concepts at its core, and on developing smaller components of such a 

I Philosophy, Vol. 33, 1958. Reprinted in Ethics, ed. Judith J. Thomson and GercJd 
Dworkin. New York: Harper & Row, 1968. 

2"Doing without Moral Theory?" in Anti-Theory in Ethics and Moral Conservatism, 
ed. Stanley Clarke and Evan Simpson. Albany: State University Press of New York, 
1989. 

3Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 
1985. 
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theory. However worthy these endeavors, they are not a substitute for a blueprint of the 

theory as a whole. How can we best construct a virtue ethics which would form a viable 

alternative to other moral theories? 

This question points to three related deficiencies in the contemporary literature which 

form the focus of this work. First, consensus on the place of ancient and contemporary 

virtue ethics within the standard taxonomy of moral theories as teleological or 

deontological is notably lacking. John Rawls prefers the term "perfectionism" to "virtue 

ethics." He classifies it as a sort of teleological theory which, he says, begs the question 

by appropriating deontological moral concepts. Rawls considers the concept of the 

morally worthy person to be derived from the right and the good.4 Among those more 

sympathetic to virtue ethics, Rosalind Hursthouse seems to classify virtue ethics as a 

form of teleology, 5 Robert Louden argues that it belongs in a class by itself,6 and Gary 

Watson argues that it in one incarnation it is a unique form of teleology? Such 

disagreement on the classification of virtue ethics is common in the literature, although 

it is seldom recognized as a problem. 

4A Theory of Justice. Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1971, p. 24. 

5"Virtue Theory and Abortion" in Philosophy and Public Affairs, Vol. 20, no. 3, 
Summer 1991. 

6"On Some Vices of Virtue Ethics" in American Philosophical Quarterly, Vol. 21, 
No.3, July 1984. 

7"On the Primacy of Character" in Identity, Character, and Morality: Essays in 
Moral Psychology, ed. Owen Flanagan and Amelie Oksenberg Rorty. Cambridge, MA: 
MIT Press, 1990. 
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Secondly, consensus on the foundation of virtue ethics is surprisingly lacking. It is 

variously taken to be perfection of character, happiness or flourishing, or human nature. 

Concomitant with the term "perfectionism," Rawls takes the perfection of character to 

be the foundation of virtue ethics, as does Thomas Hurka. 8 Anscombe takes human 

nature to be its foundation, while Martha Nussbaum9 and HursthouselO assume its 

foundation is happiness or flourishing, as we shall see in Chapters Five and Six. Again, 

there is little recognition of the alternatives or even the lack of consensus on the 

foundation of virtue ethics. This is especially alarming in view of the fact that each of 

these authors appeals to Aristotelian ethics as the prime example of a virtue theory. Did 

Aristotle take perfection of character, happiness, and human nature as the triumvirate 

foundation of virtue ethics? If these concepts are equivalent, at least within the context 

of a virtue theory, then an account of why and how this is so is necessary. If they are 

not equivalent, then we need an account of which concept(s) is foundational, and the 

relation between the foundational concept(s) and other concepts within the theory, as well 

as common moral concepts such as duty. Unfortunately, the concepts often cited as the 

foundation of virtue ethics lie in a disorganized heap, having been largely abandoned--if 

not for many centuries, then at least since Hume and Kant. 

8Perfectionism. Cambridge, MA: Oxford University Press, 1994. 

9"Non-Relative Virtues: An Aristotelian Approach" in Midwest Studies in Philosophy, 
Vol. XIII, 1988. 

IO"Virtue Theory and Abortion." 
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Finally, the third element lacking in the contemporary virtue ethics literature is an 

analysis of its logical structure. The structure of a moral theory is determined by the 

relations that hold among its foundational concept(s) and other common moral concepts. 

Here a new taxonomy of moral theories, borrowed from the philosophy of science, is 

useful, and will be developed later in this chapter. For example, a theory may be 

hierarchical or non-hierarchical, and an hierarchical theory may be reductionist or 

eliminativist. Most moral theories are hierarchical and reductionist. However, there is 

so little consensus on the structure of virtue theory that a significant group of 

philosophers who are sympathetic to virtue ethics, including Annette Baier and Bernard 

Williams, argue that moral theory be done away with entirely. Louden argues against 

the anti-theorists, II and assumes that virtue ethics adopts the standard hierarchical, 

reductionist structure of consequentialist and deontological theories, although he argues 

that moral theories should reject reductionismY He hopes, along with Kurt Baier, 13 

that virtue ethics and deontology might somehow be combined. Hursthouse argues for 

a strong form of virtue ethics which would be independent of deontology and which 

would share many structural features with other theories but reject others, such as 

ll"Virtue Ethics and Anti-Theory" in Philosophia, Vol. 20, No.1, July 1990. 

12"On Some Vices of Virtue Ethics." 

I3Kurt Baier, "Radical Virtue Ethics" in Midwest Studies in Philosophy, Vol. XIII, 
1988. 
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completeness. 14 Watson argues that virtue ethics is structurally unique. IS However, 

apart from the anti-theory debate, there is little acknowledgement that any disagreement 

over the structure of virtue ethics exists, or that a theory could be anything but 

hierarchical and reductionist. 

The contemporary virtue ethics literature is thus deficient in failing to place virtue 

ethics within the standard taxonomy of moral theories, and in failing to identify its 

foundation and structure. Since the standard taxonomy classifies moral theories 

according to their foundation, the failure to identify the foundation of virtue ethics is very 

much connected to the failure to identify its place within this taxonomy. But of what 

importance are these three deficiencies? Although contemporary virtue ethics may be a 

viable and unique type of moral theory, it is, like utilitarianism and Kantian ethics, 

subject to problems of its own. Only careful attention to structural and foundational 

details in the further development of virtue ethics will allow us to determine what sort 

of theory it is and to judge whether its benefits outweigh its faults. Without this, 

progress toward defending or decisively rejecting a whole theory of virtue ethics will be 

limited. Failing some consensus on these deeper issues, or at least a consensus on what 

the relevant options are and which options a given author is taking, philosophers 

discussing the merits of a contemporary ethics of virtue will continue to talk past one 

another. 

14"Virtue Theory and Abortion." 

150p. cit. 
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Moreover, many alleged positive and negative features of virtue ethics depend on 

these three issues. Accounts of its features often rest on controversial unrecognized 

assumptions about the theory's foundation or structure, what sort of theory it is, or its 

similarity to Aristotelian ethics. Serious doubts exist cbout whether virtue ethics is 

suitably action-guiding; whether it is tantamount to ethical relativism; whether it illicitly 

helps itself to the moral concepts of rival theories; and whether it is a moral theory at 

all. A systematic account of foundation, structure, and taxonomic classification of virtue 

ethics is crucial to understand these features. For example, the degree to which virtue 

ethics is suitably action-guiding will depend on the relation between the evaluation of acts 

and the evaluation of character. To suppose that the latter is strongly reducible to the 

former is to assume a particular kind of structure which virtue ethics might reject. Also, 

to assume that virtue ethics is strongly relativistic is to assume a particular kind of 

foundation which virtue ethics might not have. 

The Structure of Virtue Ethics provides the analysis of the foundation, structure, and 

taxonomic classification of virtue ethics which is lacking in the contemporary literature 

and which is necessary for proposing or attacking a modern version of virtue ethics. I 

argue that there are two main distinct forms which virtue ethics might take. Both are 

teleological, and neither is consequentialist; an analysis of virtue ethics reveals that the 

standard taxonomy of moral theories must be revised to allow for different sorts of non

consequentialism within a broader class of teleological theories. 
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The foundation of the first form of virtue ethics I describe is happiness. To this 

extent it resembles standard consequentialist theories. However, it differs from such 

theories in three ways: (1) virtue is constitutive of rather than instrumental to happiness; 

(2) happiness is given objective rather than subjective content; (3) it rejects reductionism, 

hierarchy, and completeness. It is similar to ancient eudaimonism, but need not succumb 

to all its problems. 

The second form of virtue ethics also rejects reductionism, completeness, and 

hierarchy. However, its foundation is human nature or the perfection of character, which 

need not be identified with happiness. Such a theory is unavoidably naturalistic, and its 

need for an account of human nature raises many problems. 

Virtue ethics may take either of these broadly teleological yet unique forms. The 

first is more similar to other teleological theories, and is most viable. Its unique 

structure provides many advantages as well as some unique challenges. Careful attention 

to the foundation and structure of virtue ethics will help its defenders and attackers hit 

their mark, and is essential for the development of any adequate theory of virtue ethics. 

The remainder of this chapter describes two taxonomies of moral theories and 

defines the related terminology. The first taxonomy classes moral theories according to 

the sort of foundation they have, either the right or the good. This traditional taxonomy 

must be somewhat revised, both in this chapter and through Chapter Four, in order to 

accommodate the forms that virtue ethics or other moral theories might take. Teleological 
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theories are given special attention, since I will argue that virtue ethics belongs in that 

class if anywhere within the standard taxonomy. 

The second taxonomy classifies theories according to their structure, that is, the 

logical relation between the theory's foundation and its other concepts. It is adapted 

from the philosophy of science, and is useful for examining the structure of virtue ethics 

as well as other moral theories. It focuses on the possible structures of foundationalist 

moral theories, since there will be a particular need to emphasize that they need not be 

hierarchical and reductionist, as is usually the case. Furthermore, a moral theory need 

not seek to explain all of the moral domain itself. Some of the virtue ethics literature 

challenges the tendency toward hierarchy, reductionism, and completeness,16 and this 

will be important in analyzing the structure of both ancient and contemporary virtue 

ethics. 

Chapter Two, Contemporary Virtue Ethics, surveys the contemporary literature 

beginning with Anscombe's seminal 1958 article "Modern Moral Philosophy." I identify 

three main criticisms of traditional moral theories within this literature as the impetus 

toward the development of contemporary virtue ethics: incoherence, excessive simplicity, 

and lack of emphasis on character. 

Chapter Three, The Structure of Contemporary Virtue Ethics, analyzes the work of 

three philosophers who have discussed the foundation and structure of virtue ethics: 

16See, for example, Bernard Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy and 
Robert Louden, "On Some Vices of Virtue Ethics. " 
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Louden, Hursthouse, and Watson. In them we see some of the contradictory assumptions 

and assertions about the foundation and structure of virtue ethics. Watson explicitly 

identifies two main foundations virtue ethics might adopt: (1) happiness and (2) the good 

of and for a kind, or human nature. Both foundations place virtue ethics within the class 

of teleological theories, although Watson argues that the latter is a unique form of 

teleology which is characteristic of Aristotelian ethics. However, Watson does little to 

develop either foundation, and he fails to recognize that virtue ethics or any other moral 

theory might be stnIcturally unique in a different way, by rejecting features such as 

hierarchy and reductionism. The revised taxonomy of teleological theories he defends 

requires further refinement to accommodate ancient ethics' understanding of the good. 

Chapter Four, The Structure of Ancient Virtue Ethics, examines the ethical theories 

of Aristotle, Socrates, Plato, the Epicureans, and the Stoics. It analyzes the structure and 

foundation of ancient virtue ethics as an important step toward understanding the relation 

between contemporary virtue ethics and its ancestors, necessary if a new virtue ethics is 

not to make the same mistakes. I argue that ancient ethics belong in a broad class of 

teleological theories whose foundation is happiness rather than, as Watson suggests, 

human nature. However, these theories lack the usual hierarchical, reductionist structure 

of other teleological theories. In this, they constitute a unique form of teleology while 

still resembling utilitarianism and egoism in taking happiness as their foundation. They 

foreshadow what I argue is the most viable form of contemporary virtue ethics. 
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Chapter Five, Virtue and Human Nature, explores the structure and viability of a 

virtue ethics with human nature as its foundation. Such a foundation is suggested by 

Watson as well as Anscombe. I survey the different possible sources of an account of 

human nature, and argue that Anscombe is correct in supposing that such an account is 

not likely to be forthcoming in the foreseeable future. Moreover, there is good reason 

to suppose that such a theory is unlikely to ever adequately ground virtue ethics. 

Chapter Six, Virtue as Constitutive of Flourishing, begins to develop a virtue ethics 

which takes happiness as its foundation. Such a theory differs from character 

utilitarianism in taking virtue not as instrumental to happiness but rather constitutive of 

it, and in giving happiness objective content. I contrast the different features happiness 

has according to ancient accounts, modern (mostly utilitarian) intuitions, and 

contemporary virtue ethics. Two steps are necessary to support the claim that virtue 

constitutes happiness. The first step is to argue for the instrumental value of virtue for 

producing happiness. This amounts to character utilitarianism. The second step is to 

argue that the relation between happiness and virtue is properly constitutive rather than 

instrumental. In arguing for each of these steps, virtue ethics will have to defend its 

unique understanding of the features a good account of happiness has. Although the 

claim that virtue constitutes happiness seems initially implausible, I argue that modem 

intuitions do offer some support for the features of happiness that virtue ethics depends 

on to make its two-step argument. Moreover, the first step to defend it addresses some 

of the complaints of contemporary virtue ethicists against modem moral philosophy, and 



22 

as a respectable moral position on its own, character utilitarianism deserves more 

attention from proponents of virtue ethics. 

Chapter Seven, Virtue. Flourishing. and Value Theory, continues the development 

of a virtue ethics with happiness as its foundation. It considers how the concepts of 

happiness and virtue might be given content once we assume that virtue constitutes 

happiness. In doing so, it addresses the charge that virtue ethics is circular because it 

defines happiness in terms of virtue and then in turn defines virtue in terms of happiness. 

This chapter also explores the relation of happiness and virtue to human nature and a 

theory of value, and discusses whether the external goals of the virtues are mere means 

to the end of happiness in virtuous activity. Finally, it addresses the charges that virtue 

ethics is excessively relativistic and fails to provide adequate guides to action. 

Chapter Eight, Conclusions, extends the analysis of the structure of contemporary 

virtue ethics provided in Chapters Five through Seven. It takes a final look at the 

structure of a virtue theory based on happiness, compares it to human nature virtue 

ethics, and considers whether either wili suit the needs and desires of contemporary 

proponents of virtue ethics. Although no final blueprint can as yet be made for 

contemporary virtue theory, I argue that a virtue ethics based on happiness or flourishing 

would be significantly different from other types of moral theory. More importantly, it 

would yield at least some of the benefits of a virtue-based theory that its recent 

proponents have claimed, while at the same time avoiding the main problems of human 

nature virtue ethics and ancient eudaimonistic ethics. 
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In focusing on the foundation and structure rather than the content of virtue ethics, 

we will largely set aside such issues as: the content of particular virtues, the specific 

guides to action virtue ethics gives, and to a large extent the content of key concepts such 

as human nature. Although these are of the utmost importance to a virtue ethicist, this 

study will be confined to concerns relating more directly to the structure of virtue ethics, 

since such concerns are often neglected to the detriment of argument on both sides of the 

virtue ethics controversy. Our examination of the structure of virtue ethics will lead us 

to in-depth discussions of issues such as: the foundation and central concepts of virtue 

ethics, the relations between its central concepts and to other common moral concepts, 

its similarity (or lack thereot) to consequentialist and deontological theories, its relation 

to value theory and human nature, the degree to which it is relativistic, and the level of 

action guidance it is able to offer. The next two sections develop the taxonomies and 

terminology necessary to address these issues. 

The Foundation of Moral Theories 

Teleology and Deontology 

Moral theories are classified by the standard taxonomy as either teleological 

(alternatively, consequentialist) or deontological (alternatively, non-consequentialist). In 

developing the structure of virtue ethics, we must consider whether such a theoryl7 is 

17It should be stressed that throughout, where the anti-theory topic is not in the 
forefront, only a common-sense meaning of "theory" is intended. 
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either of the above, or something entirely different. John Rawls, for example, says "The 

two main concepts of ethics are those of the right and the good; the concept of a morally 

worthy person is, I believe, derived from them. The structure of an ethical theory is, 

then, largely determined by how it defines and connects these two basic notions. "18 

Teleological theories define the right in terms of some goal or telos--in short, in 

terms of the good. Rawls says that in teleological theories, "the good is defined 

independently from the right, and then the right is defined as what maximizes the 

good. ,,19 In deontological theories, the good is defined in terms of the right, although 

deontology is sometimes defined negatively as any theory which does not define the right 

in terms of the good. Rawls considers virtue ethics a form of teleology which he calls 

perfectionism. It's important to note that teleology, in the sense of moral theories which 

define the right in terms of the good, does not even remotely implicate any mysterious 

metaphysical presumptions about the goal of humans or the goal of the universe in 

general. 

Consequentialism and teleology are often used as roughly inter-changeable contrasts 

to deontology. However, strictly speaking, consequentialism is merely one form of 

teleology--the most common form--which interprets the goal or good to be produced as 

some kind of consequence, which then must be maximized (or at least satisficed). One 

180p. cit., p. 24. 

19Ibid., p. 24. 
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could instead define the good in such a way that it is not some consequence to be 

maximized or satisficed. 

Arguments that virtue ethics is essentially egoistic, common in the literature on 

ancient ethics, suggest the possibility that virtue ethics is consequentialist. Along these 

lines, one might try to formulate a virtue ethics which would be a form of character 

utilitarianism or character egoism. In this case, one should cultivate the traits of 

character most conducive to maximizing good consequences (understood perhaps as 

happiness or pleasure), either for everyone equally or else solely for oneself. This sort 

of virtue ethics could very closely parallel the structure of other utilitarian or egoist 

theories. 

Teleological virtue ethics might also be non-consequentialist. For example, if virtue 

is defined as the good, it may well be the case that it's not some kind of consequence to 

be maximized. Aristotle certainly doesn't seem to recommend that we maximize virtue, 

as Watson points out. 20 Thus, a teleological theory may either be consequentialist or 

non-consequentialist, although either defines the right in terms of the good and thus is 

not deontological. (See Diagram 1.1.) We'll develop this taxonomy of teleological 

theories further in Chapters Three and Four. As it will turn out, there are many diverse 

kinds of non-consequentialist teleologies. At least two of these are distinct types of 

virtue ethics. 

200p. cit. 
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On the other hand, perhaps virtue ethics better fits outside the class of teleological 

theories, in which case we should ask how it differs from deontology. Indeed, one could 

attempt to develop a sort of virtue deontology, and this possibility will resurface briefly 

in Chapter Three, along with the possibility that virtue ethics is neither deontological nor 

teleological. Most philosophers who have found virtue ethics attractive either classify 

it as a form of teleology, or hope that it will offer a radically different sort of moral 

theory from utilitarianism, egoism, and deontology. However, virtue ethics might take 

a number of forms: consequentialist or non-consequentialist teleology, deontology, or 

something else entirely. 

I 
I 
I 
I 

I 
I 

Teleological 
(The Good) 

Consequentialist 
(Good Consequences) 

Moral Theories 

I 
I 

Deontological 
(The Right) 

I 
I 
I 
I 

Non-consequentialist 
(Good ____ _ 

I 
I 

Other (Null Class?) 

Diagram 1.1: The Foundation of Moral Theories 

Teleological Theories 

Teleological theories merit further consideration. While virtue ethics is seldom if 

ever classified as a deontological theory in which the good is defined in terms of the 
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right,21 it is often classified as teleological. Furthermore, ancient virtue ethics is often 

said to be teleological in a more metaphysical sense which we'll explore in Chapters 

Three through Five. Although I don't wish to exclude the possibility of a deontological 

or simply non-teleological virtue ethics, I'll argue that the two main forms of virtue 

theory are unique kinds of non-consequentialist teleology. In the next several chapters 

we'll occasionally discuss various non-teleological virtue ethics, although the main focus 

will be on teleology. Further of analysis of teleological theories will thus prove useful. 

What sorts of general structural questions are raised for any teleological theory, or 

at least for the sorts of teleological theory we're most familiar with? These questions 

point to different varieties of a species of moral theory--for example, maximizing vs. 

satisficing utilitananism--and help show what options there are (and what options are 

precluded) for a teleological virtue ethics, particularly one similar to the standard 

consequentialist theories. Teleological theories share a similar sort of foundation, namely 

some species of the good. Adopting this foundation raises a particular set of questions 

about the relation of the good to other moral concepts, and about how the good is to be 

achieved. Since we'll often be dealing with non-consequentialist teleologies, it's 

important that there are ways of understanding the good and how it is to be achieved 

other than in terms of acts intended to maximize good consequences. An awareness of 

21Except when "deontology" is being used as a catch-all for any theory which is not 
teleological. 
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this has been dawning over the last several decades in the literature on 

consequentialism. 22 

As the name suggests, a teleological theory posits some goal or good to be achieved, 

and this is the theory's foundation. Naturally, this goal or good must be further 

specified. We might give the goal a name, such as happiness, which gives an initial or 

"thin" specification of what we have in mind. Later, we will have to fill in what we 

mean by that name, by giving it a "thick" or "full" specification or account. For 

example, we might say that our goal is happiness (the thin specification). At this point, 

we still don't know enough about the goal to effectively work toward it; "happiness" 

might be interpreted in any number of different ways. We might then give a thick 

specification of the goal, such as "Happiness is preference-satisfaction." This is still far 

from a full specification, but it does give us some idea of what is meant so that we can 

work toward achieving the goal. 

Once we have identified a goal and specified what is meant by it, we need to know 

it target audience or scope. That is, am I to achieve happiness for just myself, or for all 

humans, or again for all of sentient creation? Since this is a familiar point about 

consequentialist theories, I won't belabor it, except to mention that the question of scope 

would also seem to arise within non-consequentialist teleological theories. 

The scope of a moral theory raises questions about distribution. Are we to average 

the distribution of the good in question, or to work toward the greatest sum total of it? 

22See , for example, the works of Michael Slote. 
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Even if the scope of the good is only one person, questions of distribution arise: should 

we seek to average it over a lifetime, to increase it constantly, or simply to achieve the 

greatest sum total of it over that one life? These questions might be raised, for example, 

if the good is taken to be virtue or flourishing . 

. Knowing the goal and its scope as well as how to distribute it, we also need to know 

the desired or required achievement level. With regard to consequentialist theory, it was 

long taken for granted that the good must be maximized, but more recently Michael Slote 

has argued that satisficing is a legitimate alternative. 23 Achievement level also brings 

up supererogation, which virtue ethics is said to accommodate. 24 If virtue (rather than, 

say, happiness) is the goal, we'll still need to know the required achievement level; and 

this may be so even if we hold that it's not appropriate to consider virtue a candidate for 

maximization. 

Next, we need to know the method by which the goal is to be achieved. A primary 

question here is whether we are to work toward the goal directly or indirectly. For 

example, if happiness or flourishing is the goal to be achieved, but most people will do 

a very bad job at maximizing it and a better job at following rules, should we then have 

them work toward the goal indirectly, via rules? Moreover, should we even tell them 

what the real goal of the rules is? Other questions about methods are likely to arise. If 

23See for example Beyond Optimizing: A Study o/Rational Choice. Cambridge, MA: 
Harvard University Press, 1989. 

24See, for example, David L. Norton, "Moral Minimalism and the Development of 
Moral Character" in Midwest Studies in Philosophy, Vol. XIII, 1988. 
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the goal is pluralistic (the virtues, for example) we might wonder if we might 

legitimately sacrifice one part of the goal for others (one virtue for others). 

Relatedly, we might ask how attempts to achieve the goal are to be evaluated. 

Should we evaluate acts (for example) in terms of the happiness they actually create, or 

rather in terms of expected happiness? Again, this is a familiar dh:cussion within 

utilitarian theory. More to the point for virtue ethics, a moral theory must decide the 

relative importance of the evaluation of acts, rules or principles, and character. Virtue 

ethics has sometimes been claimed to derive the evaluation of acts and principles from 

the evaluation of character. 25 Act deontological theories suggest a different possibility 

for virtue ethics. They attempt to avoid criticisms of standard ethical theories without 

the use of virtue concepts by claiming that only acts may be assessed, and not by any 

rules or principles.26 Similarly, virtue ethics might eschew the evaluation of acts or 

principles altogether in favor of simply evaluating character; tiIt!re is certainly a strong 

particularist tendency in ancient and contemporary virtue ethics, which might go along 

with the claim that virtue ethics cannot suitably guide action or yield useful moral 

principles. 27 Whether this would be an asset or a liability is a point of contention.28 

25Por example, see David Solomon, "Internal Objections to Virtue Ethics" in Midwest 
Studies in Philosophy, Vol. XIII, 1988. 

26See, for example, articles by John McDowell and Simon Blackburn in Steven 
Holtzman and Christopher Leich, eds., Wittgenstein: To Follow a Rule (London: 
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1981), and Jonathan Dancy, "Ethical Particularism" in Mind 
Vol. XCII, 1983. 

27See Robert Louden, "On Some Vices of Virtue Ethics," p. 229. 
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Teleological theories which identify some good or goal may then differ in (at least) 

the following ways: their specification of the good, its scope, its distribution, the 

achievement level required, the method of achieving it, and how they evaluate attempts 

to achieve it. If virtue ethics is a broadly teleological theory, as I will argue, these 

questions will have to be addressed. Recognizing this set of issues which are raised by 

teleological theories will help liS keep in mind the different options which might be open 

to a teleological virtue ethics. We'll examine the possibilities for both teleological and 

non-teleological (including deontological) virtue ethics in the following chapters. 

The Structure of Foundationalist Theories 

The revised standard taxonomy of moral theories and the list of issues raised by 

teleological theories are necessary but not sufficient to detail the structure of virtue 

ethics. The standard taxonomy assumes that each moral theory has a foundation which 

may be classified as the good or right, and that all other moral concepts are in turn 

defined completely in terms of that foundational concept. This means that it assumes a 

certain hierarchical, reductionist structure. The standard taxonomy is genuinely useful 

in classifying theories by the sort of foundation they have, and we'll continue to develop 

it further so that we can classify different types of teleological foundations. However, 

moral theories need not be hierarchical and reductionist. We must avoid building this 

28See the collection Anti-Theory in Ethics and Moral Conservatism, ed. Stanley 
Clarke and Evan Simpson. Albany: State University Press of New York, 1989. 



32 

assumption into the standard taxonomy, since its source is merely a lack of realization 

that there are any alternatives. The standard taxonomy, then, will here be taken simply 

as a taxonomy of foundations. 

A second, very different taxonomy of moral theories is needed to discuss the 

structure of virtue ethics. This taxonomy is adopted from the philosophy of science, 

which categorizes scientific theories as reductionist, eliminativist, and so on. Bernard 

Williams29 and Julia Annas30 both suggest that virtue ethics rejects the hierarchy and 

reductionism of most moral theories. However, a careful, structured analysis of the 

possibilities is lacking, perhaps because the taxonomy is usually not required for other 

moral theories. 

There is one assumption embedded in the standard taxonomy, namely that the 

categorized moral theories are foundationalist. Coherentism is another possible way to 

structure a moral theory. It attempts to systematize our moral intuitions without the use 

of some foundational principle. Norman Daniels interprets a theory of reflective 

equilibrium in this way, a.though coherentism is otherwise rare in moral theories. 31 

We'll be concerned with foundationalist theories, which begin with one or more 

foundational principles, such as the principle of utility. 

290p. cit., p. 17 and later. 

30The Morality of Happiness. New York: Oxford University Press, 1993, 
In trod uction. 

31Normal Daniels discusses this in "Wide Reflective Equilibrium and Theory 
Acceptance in Ethics," in The Journal of Philosophy, May 1979. 
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A foundationalist theory is mono-, bi-, or poly-nomic depending on how many 

concepts it takes as foundational. For example, a theory like w.n. Ross's which posits 

a set of non-derivative prima facie duties is polynomic. Insofar as the three formulations 

of Kant's Categorical Imperative are truly reducible to one another, Kantian ethics is 

mononomic. J.S. Mill's principle of utility is obviously meant to be mononomic, and 

Henry Sidgwick searched for a single principle which would unify and ground our moral 

intuitions. 32 Mononomic ethical theories are by far the most common. 

Foundationalist theories may be hierarchial or non-hierarchical. A hierarchical 

theory takes some notion or set of notions as basic--they explain the other elements, 33 

and explanation runs in only one direction.34 There are three varieties of hierarchy: 

conceptual reductionism, eliminativism, and weak reductionism. 

One concept is reducible to another if the more basic concept may be substituted for 

the less basic concept without loss of explanatory power. The less basic concept is then 

strongly derived from the basic concept(s); X is reducible to and may be derived from 

Y, and not vice versa. This last caveat assures that we're working between and not 

within levels; even if one formulation of the Categorical Imperative is reducible to each 

of the others, this does not make the overall structure of the theory reductionist (although 

32The Methods of Ethics. Indianapolis: Hackett, 1981. 

33Julia Annas, p. 8. 

34I'11 use the terms "basic" and "primary" as interchangeable for our purposes, 
although a distinction might be made between the two. 
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it just happens to be), because the reduction is all on one level. Utilitarianism is one 

example of conceptual reductionism. In it, justice, duty, and so on are reducible to 

utility-maximization, and from utility-maximization we can derive the utilitarian account 

of these concepts. 

Eliminativism takes reduction a step further by eliminating the reduced concepts 

altogether. This may be forestalled by showing that the less basic concept, while 

unnecessary for purposes of explanation, is still useful for other, practical reasons. 

Moral theories which reduce the right to the good or vice versa often stop short of 

eliminativism, and reduction without elimination is not uncommon in science or the 

philosophy of mind. 

A theory is not reductionist or eliminativist merely because it seeks to reduce or 

eliminate some concepts. A utilitarian might, for example, be an eliminativist with 

regard to rights without being an eliminativist with regard to other moral concepts such 

as justice and duty (even if she is a reductionist with regard to them). 

Weak reductionism is also possible; if some non-foundational concepts are not 

entirely reducible to more basic concept(s), the theory may still be hierarchical while 

falling short of reductionism. The tidy, self-contained hierarchical structure begins to 

disintegrate, however, the more the higher-level concepts are not derived solely from the 

foundational ones, since this brings in more from outside the theory proper. 
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It's important to note that a foundationalist theory need not be hierarchical, and I 

will argue that virtue ethics rejects hierarchy as well as reductionism. In a non-

hierarchical theory, the foundational concepts 

establish what the theory is a theory of, and define the place to be given to other 
ethical notions, such as right action. However ... other concepts are not derived from 
them, still less reduced to them.35 

The flow of explanation and justification in such a theory is not solely in one direction, 

but rather may be lateral or even (if we still mentally picture the theory as a hierarchy) 

backwards, although there still is a starting-point or foundation to the theory. Thus, if 

virtue were the foundation of virtue ethics, this concept might be used to define the role 

of happiness or human nature in the theory. If the account of virtue gave some content 

to happiness and human nature--each of them also having some independent content--and 

each of those gave some content to one another and to the account of virtue, then we 

would have a non-hierarchical theory. By way of contrast, in a hierarchial theory the 

accounts of human nature and happiness would not help inform the basic concept at all. 

It may be difficult to see how such a theory could avoid being circular, since 

explanation is allowed to flow backward from a secondary concept to the foundational 

concept, and since, moreover, we're not familiar with this structure in modern moral 

theories. The key, I think, is to recognize that (l) an account of the foundational and 

secondary concepts need not each come all at once, but rather may be developed 

gradually in steps, working from one node to the next and then back again, and (2) 

35Annas, p. 9. 
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secondary and tertiary concepts need not be strongly derived from prior ones, but may 

instead enjoy some independence. Since I'll argue that virtue ethics is non-hierarchical, 

we'll examine this possibility in much more detail later. However, a brief example may 

be helpful here, and will foreshadow the account to be developed in later chapters. 

As I explained before, a moral theory begins with the thin, formal specification of 

its foundational concept: for example, happiness thinly specified, in a teleological theory. 

Virtue might be defined entirely in terms of what tends to make people happy, but 

suppose we allow that virtue has certain independent formal features. These formal 

features might then place some limits on how we may understand (develop a thick 

specification of) happiness, especially if we can argue that, psychologically speaking, 

there's a connection not just from happiness to virtue but also from virtue to happiness 

(in which case we've appealed to something else, namely human psychology). This 

might have further implications for our developing account of happiness, which again in 

tum may have further implications for our account of virtue. This need not be circular; 

circularity consists in jumping the circuit without having built up another layer in 

"thickening" the specification of each concept; in jumping from A to B back to A without 

having further developed B and used that development as the basis for the further 

development of A. This is bootstrapping or, if you like, web-weaving rather than 

building one complete block upon another. 

Although a non-hierarchical theory often appeals to things outside the theory proper 

and allows secondary concepts some independence, a reductionist, hierarchical theory 
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often strives to be complete; that is, to explain all the relevant phenomena in its area 

solely in terms of the theory. To the extent that a theory leaves some phenomena in its 

area unexplained in terms of its fundamental and derived concepts or principles, either 

leaving them entirely unexplained or else appealing to other concepts, principles, or 

theories to help explain them, It is non-complete. 

Another worry about a non-hierarchial non-complete theory which appeals to 

external principles is that it would beg the question. The external concepts it appeals to 

in order to help justify it might in fact assume it, or might assume other (perhaps 

deontological) moral principles. Whether this is so depends on what sort of outside help 

the theory relies on. From the example of the non-hierarchical theory above which 

appeals to alleged facts about human nature, such appeals need not beg the question 

(although they certainly indicate some naturalism, which mayor may not be justified). 

However, we need to be on guard that the alleged facts about human nature don't have 

moral presuppositions built into them, for example, by both relying on and putatively 

justifying a moral/non-moral distinction. Begging the question is a constant worry, but 

no more so for a moral theory which appeals to things outside the theory than for any 

other theory which appeals to outside facts, principles, or theories. 

It's important to note that completeness is not, in fact, a necessary feature of a 

useful theory; Newtonian physics may not be complete (depending on how you count 

what's "in its area")--for example, it can't account for the motion of objects as they 
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approach the speed of light--but it is nonetheless quite useful. Number theory is 

similarly non-complete. 

Critics of utilitarianism and deontology have sometimes complained that these 

theories unintentionally fail to be complete, without permitting any other theories within 

the moral realm that might make up for the incompleteness; they cannot account for the 

richness of moral life with the impoverished concepts of, say, value or good character 

which they derive from their most basic concepts. We usually expect a useful moral 

theory to account for the richness of our moral life, or to explain why it need not do so. 

However, we hardly expect all of physics to be explained by one theory, although many 

scientists desire a grand, unifying theory from which all the others could hopefully be 

derived (hopefully, that is, if one likes tidy reductionism). 

In the moral realm, the desire for one grand, unifying theory is even stronger, and 

seems to have driven philosophers such as Sidgwick to look for the one unifying 

principle to cover the richness of our moral life. Contemporary philosophers sympathetic 

to virtue ethics often complain that this grand project has met with failure and was in fact 

unrealistic to begin with, given the diversity of moral life. 36 In fact, it has led some 

philosophers to be suspicious of the development of any sort of moral theory whatsoever. 

In the face of this, it bears noting that mononomic reductionist hierarchy is not the only 

structure possible for virtue ethics or for moral theory in general. A non-complete virtue 

ethics (or other moral theory) might rely, in part, on other axiological theories to which 

36See the work of Williams and Hursthouse, for example. 



39 

it is neither super- nor sub-ordinate, and this reliance might well run in both directions 

to explain some phenomena, just as wave theory and Newtonian physics must come 

together to explain certain properties of light. And as in physics, a grand unifying meta

theory may be a hope for many, but no more than that at this point. 

Despite some recent unrest about hierarchy, reductionism, and completeness, most 

modern moral theories are foundationalist, mononomic, hierarchical, reductionist, and 

strive to be complete. There is one root concept, such as the good or the right, and 

everything else is derived from and reducible to it. If the good is the foundation, from 

it we derive our understanding of the right, and of proper action and proper character. 

Since this one concept, in this case the good, is doing all the work of supporting the 

moral theory, the account of it is of great importance. If virtue ethics diverges from this 

format, it will be illuminating to discover how it does so and whether, if it rejects 

completeness, it indebts itself to other axiological, metaphysical, or scientific theories. 

Conclusion 

Contemporary virtue ethicists have argued that virtue ethics will avoid many 

problems of other theories and that it will have many benefits. They have also worked 

on developing particular building blocks of virtue ethics, especially a theory of the 

virtues. However, they have seldom discussed the foundation and structure of virtue 

ethics. The terminology and taxonomies developed in this chapter will help us achieve 
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a more precise understanding of the foundation and structure of virtue ethics, and to 

determine the extent to which it is likely to have the benefits its proponents claim. 

The next chapter examines the general features of contemporary virtue ethics and 

its alleged advantages over other theories before taking a closer look at the existing 

literature on the foundation and structure of contemporary virtue ethics in Chapter Three. 

Chapter Four analyzes ancient virtue ethics, which was less concerned with defending 

virtue ethics as the proper starting point for morality and more concerned with internal 

issues. Thus, in developing a structure for contemporary virtue ethics in later chapters, 

it will be helpful to look at what the ancients have to say about structural issues. We 

shall consider whether ancient theories are hierarchical, reductionist, and complete, or 

whether they instead adopt a different structure. 

Chapters One through Four form the basis for the positive account of the structure 

of virtue ethics developed in Chapters Five through Eight. Chapter Five pursues the 

possibility that virtue ethics could be based on human nature or the perfection of 

character, and argues that such a theory is unlikely to meet with success. Chapters Six 

and Seven develop a non-hierarchical structure for modern virtue ethics based on an 

objective notion of happiness. This form of virtue ethics yields some of the benefits that 

recent proponents have found so attractive, while avoiding some of the problems of 

ancient ethics and human nature virtue ethics, as we shall see in Chapter Eight. We shall 

conclude that the prognosis for a viable virtue ethics is good, and it certainly merits 

serious consideration as a competitor to consequentialism and deontology. 



41 

CHAPTER TWO 

CONTEMPORARY VIRTUE ETHICS 

Introduction 

What is contemporary virtue ethics, and why talk about it? The purpose of this 

chapter is to layout the main features of and motives behind contemporary virtue ethics, 

so that in developing its foundation and structure we can preserve its fundamental 

advantages and avoid potential flaws. 

Our survey of the recent virtue ethics literature begins with Elizabeth Anscombe's 

1958 article "Modern Moral Philosophy, "I which was the turning point in the resurgence 

of virtue ethics' popUlarity. The movement she initiated can be divided into three inter-

related complaints about the putative inadequacy of modem moral philosophy. 

Anscombe raises the first criticism, claiming that the central concepts of modem moral 

philosophy are fundamentally incoherent. The second line of criticism, as we shall see, 

argues that modem moral philosophy is overly-simplistic and makes inappropriate sorts 

of demands on moral agents. The third line of criticism, which moves most obviously 

toward virtue ethics, argues that modern moral philosophy is negligent or even 

"schizophrenic" in its lack of emphasis on moral character, motivation, development, and 

virtue. 

Iphilosophy, Vol. 33, 1958. Reprinted in Ethics, ed. Judith J. Thomson and Gerald 
Dworkin. New York: Harper & Row, 1968. Page numbers refer to those in the reprint. 
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In surveying and analyzing the contemporary virtue ethics literature, it will be useful 

to follow Kurt Baier and David Solomon in dividing the pro-virtue positions into radical, 

moderate, and weak virtue ethics.2 Following the review of pro-virtue literature, we 

will briefly examine the main critical points of what one author aptly calls the vices of 

virtue ethics.3 

Many of the assumptions made explicitly or implied in the virtue literature draw an 

interesting and contradictory picture of the foundation and structure of virtue ethics. 

This picture at points resembles the consequentialism and deontology (especially 

according to opponents of virtue ethics), but virtue ethics is claimed by numerous 

proponents to diverge widely from this tradition and to reap many benefits from its 

divergence. The discussion of the contemporary virtue ethics movement continues in 

Chapter Two, which concentrates more specifically on what has been said explicitly 

about the foundation and structure of virtue ethics. 

2Kurt Baier, in "Radical Virtue Ethics," divides virtue claims into "the moderate 
thesis" and "the radical thesis." David Solomon, in "Internal Objections to Virtue 
Ethics" divides virtue claims into three positions, which he does not name, but which 
correspond roughly to Baier's radical and moderate theses, plus a weak thesis. The 
difference between the three will be spelled out later in this chapter. 

3Louden, "On Some Vices of Virtue Ethics." 
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Modern Moral Theory, Part I: Conceptually Confused? 

G.E.M. Anscombe launches an initial attack on modern moral philosophy in her 

influential 1958 essay, and endorses virtue ethics as an alternative. Her charge is that 

modern moral theories rest fundamentally on a conceptual confusion, and must be 

abandoned. The concepts of moral obligation, moral duty, and moral oughts are 

meaningless relics of a divine law theory of ethics which is no longer accepted. "Moral" 

shoulds, needs, and oughts have acquired a special sense "by being equated in the 

relevant contexts with 'is obliged', or 'is bound', or 'is required to', in the sense in 

which one can be obliged or bound by law, or something can be required by law" (p. 

216). Aristotle, she argues, used terms such as "should" and "ought" not in this special 

"moral" sense, but rather as ordinary terms used "in connection with a moral subject 

matter" (p. 216). The transition from the "ought" of Aristotle to the moral "ought" of 

modern moral philosophy was due to Christianity, with its law conception of ethics.4 

"Moral ought" has become a term laden with a mesmeric force that cannot be justified, 

and its presence in modern moral thinking can only be pernicious. 

It would be most reasonable to drop it. It has no reasonable sense outside a law 
conception of ethics; [modern moral philosophers] are not going to maintain such 

4Richard Taylor echoes Anscombe's criticism over 25 years later: "Philosophers of 
antiquity did not think of ethics as having to do with moral right and wrong. It was 
religion, and the advent of Christianity in particular which, for better or worse, injected 
that distinction into philosophical ethics" (p. 54, "Ancient Wisdom and Modern Folly" 
in Midwest Studies in Philosophy, Vol. XIII, 1988). 

Of course, it's not at all clear that this change was solely caused by religion in 
general or Christianity in particular. Changing social and political conditions, for 
example, probably also contributed to the transition. 
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a conception; and you can do ethics without it, as is shown by the example of 
Aristotle. It would be a great improvement, if, instead of "morally wrong", one 
always named a genus such as "untruthful", "unchaste", "unjust". We should no 
longer ask whether doing something was "wrong", passing directly from some 
description of an action to this notion; we should ask whether, e.g., it was unjust; 
and the answer would sometimes be clear at once. (pp. 220-21) 

Anscombe does not require that we cease to use words such as "ought," "should," 

and "wrong", and she does not hold that Aristotle never used such terms. Rather, she 

takes issue with the terms as they are used in a special moral sense which implies a law 

conception of ethics. Anscombe is, therefore, more of a reductionist than an eliminativist 

about these terms; the words themselves may be retained, while their meaning is reduced 

to that of other virtue concepts. (This need not make her a reductionist in a larger 

sense.) She concludes her essay by "describing the advantages of using the word 'ought' 

in a non-emphatic fashion, and not in a special 'moral' sense; of discarding the term 

'wrong' in a 'moral' sense, and using such notions as 'unjust'" (pp. 228-29).5 "It may 

be possible, if we are resolute, to discard the notion 'morally ought,' and simply return 

to the ordinary 'ought,' which, we ought to notice, is such an extremely frequent term 

of human language that it is difficult to imagine getting on without it" (p. 232). Another 

famous proponent of virtue ethics, Philippa Foot, has at times argued that the "oughts" 

of virtue ethics are hypothetical rather than categorical. This complements Anscombe's 

5Taylor again echoes her sentiments: "It is the modern efforts at philosophical ethics 
that are primitive and vacuous .... ! shall urge that we once and for all expunge from our 
thinking the ideas of moral right and wrong, ideas that have led and will continue to lead 
to nothing but darkness and vain meddling in the affairs of other people and cultures, and 
turn instead to the ideas of virtue and happiness" (ibid, p. 55). 



45 

view that we need to drop the special moral sense of "ought. ,,6 Michael Slote, in From 

Morality to Virtue, argues for dropping the moral/non-moral distinction in developing his 

own virtue theory, 7 as does Bernard Williams in Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy. 

Anscombe turns to Aristotelian virtue ethics as the one moral theory which does not 

make a sharp distinction between moral and non-morals oughts, and which therefore (she 

thinks) might be adequately grounded in the absence of some divine legislator. Such a 

moral theory based on virtue would look for norms in human virtues, not from the 

species man biologically, but rather man 

from the point of view of the activity of thought and choice in regard to the various 
departments of life--powers and faculties and use of things needed--"has" such-and
such virtues: and this "man" with the complete set of virtues is the "norm", as 
"man" with, e.g., a complete set of teeth is a norm (p. 228). 

However, Anscombe argues that moral philosophy lacks the resources for this and 

thus should be laid aside until an adequate philosophy of psychology is at hand--she 

recommends "banishing ethics totally from our minds" (p. 228, italics in original). "It 

is because of a big gap in philosophy that we can give no general account of the concept 

of virtue and of the concept of justice" (p. 230). 

For the proof that an unjust man is a bad man would require a positive account of 
justice as a "virtue." This part of the subject-matter of ethics is, however, 
completely closed to us until we have an account of what type of characteristic a 
virtue is--a problem, not of ethics, but of conceptual analysis--and how it relates to 

6Philippa Foot, "Morality as a System of Hypothetical Imperatives" in Virtues and 
Vices. Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1978. We'll discuss this view at 
greater length later. 

7New York: Oxford University Press, 1992. 
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the actions in which it is instanced .... For this we certainly need an account at least 
of what a human action is at all, and how its description as "doing such-and-such" 
is affected by its motive and by the intention in it; and for this an account of such 
concepts is required. (pp. 215-16) 

As part of a philosophy of psychology, Anscombe argues, we need to investigate the 

concepts of "action," "intention," "pleasure," "wanting" (p. 228), as well as develop "an 

account of human nature, human action, the type of characteristic a virtue is, and above 

all of human 'flourishing'" (p. 233), which she admits may be the most dubious of all. 

However, until we have an adequate philosophy of psychology, moral theory must, she 

argues, be put on hold. 

More recently, the virtue ethicist who has explicitly adopted Anscombe's sort of 

argument is Alisdair MacIntyre in his famous After VirtueS. MacIntyre argues that ethics 

after Christianity is so conceptually confused as to be virtually incoherent. Like 

Anscombe, he turns to a time before ethics had been transformed by divine law theory, 

to a sort of Aristotelian ethics. However, like most other virtue ethicists, MacIntyre 

unsurprisingly does not share Anscombe's sentiment that moral philosophy must be 

abandoned until we have an adequate moral psychology. He argues that the good life for 

humans is one "spent seeking the good life for humans," and holds that such a life may 

take many different forms. 

Finally, Rosalind Hursthouse also recommends abandoning "modern moral 

philosophy" partially because of concerns about our ability to justify such theories. 

SAfter Virtue: A Study in Moral Theory. 2nd ed. Notre Dame: University of Notre 
Dame Press, 1984. 
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Hursthouse is one of many philosophers sympathetic to virtue ethics because of, among 

other things, what they see as the inability of utilitarians and deontologists to formulate 

an adequate version of their own theory. People like Hursthouse have grown impatient 

with the endless variations, none of them seemingly adequate, on utilitarianism--for 

example, as we see in her discussion of utilitarianism and the abortion debate in her book 

Beginning Livel. Not only do we have act and rule utilitarianism, there are also 

average and sum total utilitarianism, and versions of utilitarianism which do or don't 

include future generations, not to mention recent talk of character utilitarianism as well 

as many other variations on the theme. Michael Slote shares her concern; he argues that 

there is a plurality of utilitarian theories, and our choice between them is problematically 

underdetermined. 1O Apart from any other possible problems with modem moral 

theories (which are discussed below), Hursthouse and others see us making very little 

progress in moral philosophy over the past century or two, and call for the development 

of a new (or perhaps it's more accurate to say ancient) theory of ethics. Modern moral 

philosophy seems to be spinning its wheels without getting anywhere; Hursthouse and 

others propose that some moral philosophers should be working on alternatives, like 

virtue ethics, instead of variations on the same old themes. 

Dissatisfaction with standard moral theories thus begins with the worry that they are 

conceptually confused and/or impossible to justify without the divine word of God to 

9New York: Basil Blackwell, 1987. 

IOProm Morality to Virtue, p. 253. 
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back up the special moral force of their concepts. Moreover, some have worried that 

we're not making any progress with such theories. 11 The beginning of the movement 

toward virtue ethics is actually a movement back toward an older sort of moral theory, 

which may have been prematurely abandoned due to the rise of Christianity. Moral 

philosophers initially began the return to virtue ethics not because of its special emphasis 

on character, but rather because of (1) its different conception of moral obligation which 

makes no sharp moral/non-moral distinction between saying "You ought tell the truth" 

and "You ought to study for your exam," and (2) its emphasis on particular moral traits, 

such as honesty and generosity, rather than on the more general terms like "right" and 

"wrong," which people like Anscombe and MacIntyre have worried might be vacuous 

or even conceptually confused. Thus, the first group of virtue ethicists tends toward an 

eliminativism with regard to concepts such as "should" and "ought" when they are used 

in a specifically moral sense. These concepts need to be replaced by putatively more 

coherent, less general concepts like "honest" and "just." Although the former terms 

might not be completely eliminated, they would be used only in the general sense which 

would be compatible with pre-Christian ethics, where there is no sharp distinction 

between the moral and non-moral. This lack of demarcation will lead us to the second 

sort of criticism of modern moral philosophy, which we shall consider next. 

It is, perhaps, ironic that the virtue ethics movement began with an article that 

counsels us to put aside moral philosophy as unprofitable until there is a well-developed 

lIPor example, see Slote and Louden. 
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moral psychology. However, Anscombe's recommendation to give up describing actions 

as, e.g., "morally wrong" and instead to use terms such as "unjust" or "untruthful" led 

to a movement that did in fact rely on such descriptions and which emphasized the 

virtues and, along with them, character. The movement rejects "modem moral theory" 

if not for the special "moral" sense it confers on terms then at least for its (perceived) 

excessive simplicity and single-mindedness. Furthermore, the movement embraces 

notions of character, virtue, and personal development as central to moral philosophy. 

And although the virtue ethics movement scarcely put aside ethics, it has, at points, 

attempted to put aside moral theory, and it has resulted lately in a wealth of new material 

on moral psychology. 12 

Modern Moral Theory, Part II: Minimalism about Moral Principles 

The second line of attack against modern moral philosophy charges that it is overly 

simplistic and simple-minded, with a poor conception of the nature of morality. This, 

in tum, leads to the claim that modern moral philosophy makes inappropriate demands 

on moral agents. Sidgwick, for example, attempted to make moral theory over in the 

form of a scientific theory which would draw together and explain our diverse moral 

intuitions; for him, that theory is utilitarianism, and as for other utilitarians, one simple 

principle, the principle of utility, is supposed to sufficiently characterize all of morality. 

12See for example the collection Identity, Character, and Morality: Essays in Moral 
Psychology, op. cit., as well as Owen Flanagan's Varieties of Moral Personality: Ethics 
and Psychological Realism, op. cit. 
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Likewise, for deontologists, one simple principle such as the Kant's Categorical 

Imperative often sums up the whole of morality.13 Virtue, if it is important, is only that 

trait of character which ensures that you'll do the right thing, namely, follow the 

Categorical Imperative despite any personal inclinations to the contrary. Virtue ethicists 

have argued that such attempts to subsume all of morality under one principle are 

misguided. Simplicity is a desirable characteristic only after all other things have been 

considered; if a single principle cannot account for the diverse nature of morality, then 

the ceteris paribus clause cannot be invoked. Likewise, a single principle in physics 

could not account for the dualistic wave/particle nature of light. 

Hursthouse pursues this line of criticism. Morality, she says, is not something that 

"a clever adolescent" can figure out just as well as anyone else. 14 We shouldn't expect 

moral questions to be that simple. Can you teach a college freshman to apply the 

principle of utility, or the Categorical Imperative, adequately in part of a one-semester 

course on moral problems, so that she can do a good job of facing moral dilemmas in 

the real world? Then your conception of morality is too simplistic, for in reality moral 

life is not so straight-forward, and it's not something that can be quickly absorbedY 

13 Although there are exceptions, such as Ross and Robert Nozick. 

14Hursthouse, "Applying Virtue Ethics," forthcoming in a jestschrift for Philippa 
Foot. 

15 Although certainly this characterization of utilitarianism and deontology may be less 
than fair; both theories have an important place for judgement or at least sophisticated 
empirical knowledge which the freshman is unlikely to have mastered. 
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Many virtue ethicists, including Hursthouse, are revisionary in their views about 

what ethics or moral theory ~ (or should be), and what we should expect from it. 

"Virtue ethics," claims one sympathizer, "is best interpreted both as a protest against 

certain modem assumptions concerning what ethical theory should look like as well as 

an attempt to return us to more realistic avenues of moral reflection. "16 Modem 

normative theories, it is said, are problem-oriented and seek to provide easy-to-apply 

decision procedures. But morality, the revisionists object, is not like that; there are no 

easy decision procedures, and moral expertise cannot be obtained by merely reading a 

book or being handed some formula. Moreover, morality is not fundamentally a matter 

of how to solve difficult moral problems, or how to resolve conflict; it is about how to 

live, and what sort of person to be. Solving or dealing with moral problems may be a 

serious concern for ethics, but is not necessarily the only or even the most important 

concern, and should not be capable of being summed up in one pithy phrase about 

happiness or universalizability. 17 

This goes back to the change in our conception of what morality is about in the 

Christian era, from the ancient conception of ethics as how to live the good life, to the 

16Louden, "Virtue Ethics and Anti-Theory," p. 94. 

171 shall use the terms "ethics" and "morality" as interchangeable. However, Bernard 
Williams points out in Chapter One of Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy (p. 6) that the 
two terms have developed slightly different senses over the centuries, with the term 
"morality" becoming more narrow. Virtue ethicists often conceive of ethics/morality 
somewhat more broadly than the more standard contemporary theories, so perhaps the 
term "ethics" is, in the end, more fitting. 
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modem conception of morality as how to resolve interpersonal conflict and get along in 

society (perhaps via the Christian conception of ethics as how to relate to God). If 

morality is a question of everyone getting along together, then morality must be 

something universal--directed equally toward all people in society--and it must be simple 

enough for nearly everyone to follow. David NortonlS argues that supererogation poses 

a problem for modem moral theories for just this reason. If morality must be, as 1.0. 

Urmson19 and others have characterized it, minimal enough that it's something we can 

expect of virtually everyone so that society can function, then it leaves no room for the 

idea that an important part of morality might be going beyond what is strictly the call of 

duty. 

Furthermore, like Anscombe, Norton points out that classical virtue ethics does not 

make the modem distinction between moral and non-moral areas of life. Most modem 

ethics takes some areas of life to be "off limits" to moral considerations, primarily 

because they do not affect other people. Thus, our choices regarding what career and 

which friendships we will pursue are seen to be normally non-moral choices. Likewise, 

so long as we live up to certain minimal, universal standards, our personal aspirations 

are strictly that--personal, and not open to moral assessment. 

IS"Moral Minimalism and the Development of Moral Character." 

191.0. Urmson, "Saints and Heroes," in Essays in Moral Philosophy, A.I. Melden, 
ed. Seattle: University of Washington Press, 1958, pp. 198-216. 
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Because of these features, modern moral philosophy is minimalistic, and does not 

(perhaps surprisingly) expect enough of us, both in terms of what would be 

supererogatory for most people but which might reasonably be expected of some of us, 

and in terms of what parts of our lives are open to moral assessment. 20 Alternatively, 

others have argued that modern moral philosophy errs in the other direction in its 

expectations of us; that is, modern moral philosophy requires us to neglect our own 

interests in favor of duty or utility. Michael Slote argues (as have Bernard Williams and 

others) that act-utilitarianism requires too much of moral agents, while Kantian ethics and 

common-sense morality "can likewise be said to give insufficient weight to the interests 

or well-being of moral agents, and thus, in an important sense, to slight, devalue, or 

downgrade such agents. ,,21 Slote sees virtue ethics as a theory which takes a more 

sensible, less problematic position on the interests or well-being of agents as such.22 

In summary, the second line of criticisms against modern moral philosophy charges 

that it is over-simplistic in its search for one single principle of morality; it has a poor 

conception of what morality fundamentally is; and that these problems lead to a further 

2£Norton points out that, unlike the contemporary utilitarian Peter Singer, Mill 
himself thought that the majority of our choices are non-moral ones. If we opt instead 
for an interpretation of utilitarianism which does demand a great deal of us (as Singer 
recommends), then Norton argues that the problem is that no account is given of the 
moral development required to reach the point that most of us currently see as far too 
demanding. 

21From Morality to Virtue, p. 3 

22Ibid., pp. 15-16. 

~ -~~~---~-------
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problem with the sorts of demands made on moral agents. Specifically, modem moral 

philosophy is said to leave no room for supererogation; to cut off certain areas of life as 

immune to moral evaluation; and as a result of these first two points to often demand too 

little of moral agents. Furthermore, it can also demand too much of moral agents-

utilitarianism, under what is now probably the most popular interpretation, leaves the 

well-being of the individual agent dwarfed by her responsibilities toward the well-being 

of others, and Kantian ethics considers the agent's well-being to be fundamentally a non

moral matter which naturally takes care of itself. These problems lead to the next 

criticism: modem moral theories are culpable in their omission of the importance of 

character and moral development. 

Modern Moral Theory, Part III: Minirnalisrn about Character 

Norton's, Hursthouse's, and Slote's criticisms lead to the third and final line of 

attack against modem moral philosophy: notions of character, virtue, and moral 

development are central to moral philosophy, and cannot be accounted for by the more 

standard theories (alone, or perhaps at all). This charge is also meant to help explain 

why modem moral theories are too simplistic: they concentrate on right or good action 

to the exclusion of character, which is a crucial part of the moral life. Relatedly, some 

philosophers have criticized moral theories for being too intellectualistic, that is, for 

assuming that morality is merely or primarily a matter of intellectually knowing the right 

principle, and then applying it; there appears to be no room for the importance of 
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character, sensitivity, unique moral perspectives, or what might be called moral vision. 

Williams, for example, says that 

we cannot take very seriously a profession of [moral principles] if we are given to 
understand that the speaker has just decided to adopt them. The idea that people 
decide to adopt their moral principles seems to me a myth .... We see a man's 
genuine convictions as coming from somewhere deeper in him than that. . .23 

Indeed, some philosophers24 who are sympathetic to virtue ethics have taken the 

intellectualism criticism a step farther, and have argued that we should abandon moral 

theorizing altogether. 25 However, let's back up to the more central charge that modem 

moral theory is culpable for neglecting notions of character, virtue, and moral 

development. I think it is this charge which forms the core of, if not the initial impetus 

for, the contemporary virtue ethics movement. 

Norton argues that not only is modern moral theory minimalistic in its demands on 

the actions of moral agents and the areas of life which are open to moral criticism, it is 

also too minimalistic in terms of what it expects in the area of character and moral 

development. Norton and most other contemporary virtue ethicists argue that this is a 

major, even debilitating, drawback to standard moral theories. Michael Stocker, for 

example, calls such theories "schizophrenic" in their failure "to examine motives and the 

23Bernard Williams, Problems a/the Self. New York: Cambridge University Press, 
1973, p. 227. 

24Such as Williams as well as Annette Baier, though strictly speaking she is better 
characterized as a Humean than a virtue ethicist. 

25See the collection Anti-Theory and Moral Conservatism. 
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motivational structures and constraints of ethical life ... 26 To live the good life, argues 

Stocker, we need to look, not just at our duties and obligations, but also at the motives 

from which we do our duty, and beyond duty and obligation to "the whole other area of 

the values of personal and interpersonal relations and activities; and also the area of 

moral goodness, merit, and virtue. "27 Again, this can be related to a legalistic 

conception of ethics which focuses on external performance and non-performance rather 

than internal motives and emotions. 28 

A number of different positions are possible regarding the extent to which questions 

of character are central to morality. David Solomon identifies three positions in his 

"Internal Objections to Virtue Ethics." The first complains that modern moral theorists 

need to pay less attention to right and good and ought, and more attention to courage and 

compassion and sensitivity. I will call this the weak thesis. The second, moderate view 

holds that any complete ethical theory must contain a component that deals with virtue. 

The third view, according to Solomon, holds that the assessment of character (agents) is 

more fundamental than the assessment of acts or consequences; the foundation of ethics 

is agent-based. Solomon explains that radical virtue ethics 

takes judgments of character or of agents as basic in that it construes the 
fundamental task of normative theory to be to depict an ideal of human character. 

26"The Schizophrenia of Modern Ethical Theories," in The Journal of Philosophy 73 
(1976), pp. 453-54. 

27Ibid., p. 455. 

28Ibid., p. 465. 
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The ethical task of each person, correspondingly, is to become a person of a certain 
sort where becoming a person of that sort is to become a person who has certain 
dispositions to respond to situations in a characteristic way. (p. 429) 

In light of this, Solomon characterizes the central goals of a virtue theory: A virtue 

theory will want to (1) develop and defend some conception of the ideal person; (2) 

develop and defend some list of virtues that are necessary for being a person of that type; 

and (3) defend some view of how persons can come to possess the appropriate virtues 

(p. 429). By way of contrast, a deontological theory, taking actions as basic, will want 

to (1) defend a particular set of moral rules, or some procedure for generating rules; and 

(2) defend a method for handling conflict of rules. Consequentialism, which takes 

consequences as basic, will attempt to (1) specify and defend some thing(s) as good in 

themselves; (2) provide a technique for measuring and comparing the good things; and 

(3) defend some procedures for cases of indeterminacy.29 30 

It may be useful to keep these distinctions in mind when we go on to discuss the 

actual structure (or various possible structures) of virtue ethics. We will be primarily 

concerned with the radical thesis in this work, for it is the characterization of morality 

29Solomon here assumes that consequentialism must be maximizing. Michael Slote 
has recently argued that this need not be the case. See his Common-Sense Morality and 
Consequentialism. Boston: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1985. 

3~here may also be act deontological theories, although Solomon does not 
acknowledge this, some of which attempt to avoid criticisms of standard ethical theories 
without the use of virtue concepts. Such theories claim that only acts may be assessed, 
and not by any rules or principles. See, for example, articles by John McDowell and 
Simon Blackburn in Steven Holtzman and Christopher Leich, eds., Wittgenstein: To 
Follow a Rule (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1981), and Jonathan Dancy, "Ethical 
Particularism" (Mind Vol. XCII, 1983). 
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as fundamentally concerned with virtue and character which is most purely an ethics of 

virtue. Certainly those who hold that the fundamental concepts of modern moral theories 

are incoherent (Anscombe, MacIntyre), or that the theories themselves are radically 

schizophrenic (Stocker) would not consider a moderate or weak virtue ethics, which 

would link such a theory to some other modern moral theory, to be a viable option. 

Stocker, for example, argues that such theories are not merely mistaken about the scope 

and importance of notions such as "duty." Such concepts are problematic first of all in 

the way they deal with supererogation and self-regarding notions (going back to the 

second line of criticism against modem moral theories). Secondly, such theories "are 

dangerously misleading" in their suggestion that all of ethics can be treated from an 

external, legislation-model viewpoint. And thirdly, says Stocker, it's difficult to see how 

such a theory could be integrated with a type of theory which can handle such things as 

moral motivation and personal relations, and which therefore must be very different.31 

Thus, some philosophers who seem sympathetic to virtue ethics are committed to 

radical virtue ethics. I would count Anscombe, Foot, MacIntyre, Hursthouse, Stocker, 

Williams, and Annette Baier as likely members of this group. As we shall see, Watson 

also describes a form of radical virtue ethics. Although some of these philosophers 

ultimately might not wish to adopt what could best be called a virtue ethics at all, they 

all seem sympathetic to its most radical form, largely because of their serious concerns 

about the validity of other modem moral theories (and, in the case of at least Williams 

31Stocker, p. 465. 
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and Baier, of moral theory at all). However, should radical virtue ethics prove unviable 

or incoherent, a closer examination of weak or moderate virtue ethics would be required; 

Louden and Kurt Baier argue for such theories. Of course, some argue that radical 

virtue ethics, in its reliance on other moral concepts, actually collapses into a moderate 

or weak virtue ethics. We shall consider this possibility in Chapter Eight. 

In summary, like the Anscombe article, the recent virtue ethics movement starts with 

a deep dissatisfaction with modern moral theories. Such theories are often said to be 

overly simplistic; to have an overly narrow conception of the nature of morality and its 

place in human life; to fail to account for the entire moral domain; and to ignore issues 

of character and feeling and motivation which are, it is claimed, vital or even central to 

a full understanding of the reality of moral life. Egoism, utilitarianism, and deontology 

(as well as combined theories such as those of Brandt) are seen to have any number of 

weighty objections against them, and some feel that the time is ripe for a reconsideration 

of a way of doing ethics more akin to Aristotle than Kant or Mill. Although Aristotelian 

ethics itself has any number of serious objections to it, some virtue ethicists hope that it 

can somehow be updated (perhaps with a modern moral psychology, or with socio

biology), and many feel that, despite the problems particular to Aristotle's ethics, this 

way of doing ethics is fundamentally the right approach. 
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The Features of Contemporary Virtue Ethics 

What are the features of contemporary virtue ethics, as inspired (in part) by the 

Anscombe essay? Virtue ethics is often said to be more concerned with the evaluation 

of agents or character than acts; to focus on "being" over "doing"; to encourage agents 

to be virtuous or to exhibit the various virtues; to be concerned with how one should live 

rather than with formulating rules and decision procedures for resolving moral problems; 

lObe less intellectualistic than other moral theories; to assume a more perceptual, less 

rule-based model of moral judgment; to perhaps abolish the moral/non-moral distinction 

and employ weaker or hypothetical 'oughts', and so on. 

Central to the virtue ethics approach is the notion that the evaluation of character, 

or the virtues, is an important part of morality. Proponents can be more or less radical, 

differing over whether character is the sole or somehow dominant moral concept, or 

whether it instead shares its role with other concepts such as duty, as we shall see later. 

Virtue ethicists also differ over the degree to which the ethical view they are proposing 

is an ethical theory. Anti-theorists object to moral theory which attempts to guide 

behavior by systematizing and extending our moral judgments, holding that this is 

impossible, undesirable, and/or unnecessary. Anti-theorists are sometimes drawn to the 

virtue ethics approach, due in part to its emphasis on moral perception and its perhaps 

less intellectualistic character compared to traditional ethical views. 

Virtue ethicists aspire to avoid the "catastrophes" of modern moral theories, or even 

of moral theory itself. How this is achieved, according to various virtue ethicists, 
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naturally depends in large measure on what the given ethicist thinks those catastrophes 

are, whether or not she is an anti-theorist, and just how radical a virtue ethicist she is. 

But in general, virtue ethics reconceives ethics as being, as it was for ancient 

philosophers, a question of what sort of person one ought to be (or how one ought to live 

one's life), this in tum leading to a discussion of the virtues. The virtues, which are tied 

in with the emotions and with questions of motivation, allegedly permit a richer 

understanding of what morality is, what we can expect of it, and what it expects of us. 

Unfortunately, much of the energy of philosophers who are sympathetic to virtue 

ethics has gone into criticizing standard modern moral theories, and explaining why a 

virtue-centered approach would be preferable. Some have gone on to talk about the 

virtues (plural), rather than virtue theory as a whole. As such, they have made an 

important contribution to any future virtue theory, while leaving very open the question 

of what such a theory would look like assembled. Some have simply retreated to doing 

ancient (generally Aristotelian) ethics. For the most part, however, contemporary virtue 

ethicists have chosen primarily to underline the inadequacy of standard moral theories, 

and the need for a character-centered approach. 

The Vices of Virtue Ethics 

The contemporary virtue ethics movement has been criticized on a number of 

grounds. Traditional objections to Aristotelian ethics may be applicable, such as that it 

depends on an unjustified and unjustifiable account of human nature, or that it is 
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otherwise metaphysically suspect in its assumptions. Also, virtue ethics may be 

obnoxiously relativistic, since not only do different cultures accept different virtues, they 

also understand those virtues and what counts as exemplifying them differently. Many 

opponents, even relatively friendly ones, have complained that virtue ethics, in 

concentrating on characte:",) is unable to adequately guide action and help us cope with 

the everyday moral issues that face us and our society: 

Due to the very nature of the moral virtues, there is a very limited amount of advice 
on moral quandaries that one can expect from the virtue-oriented approach. We 
ought, of course, to do what the virtuous person would do, but it is not always easy 
to fathom what the hypothetical moral exemplar would do were he in our shoes .... 
Furthermore if one asks him why he did what he did, ... the answer might not be 
very enlightening. One would not necessarily expect him to appeal to any rules or 
principles which might be of use to others.32 

Others have complained that contemporary virtue ethics is, along with ancient ethics, 

egoistic because of its agent-centered ness or because. As Philippa Foot at one point 

says, its "oughts" are hypothetical rather than categorical33 ; it is concerned with 

prudence (understood in the modern sense) rather than morality, in the strict and narrow 

sense. 

David Solomon makes a distinction between external and internal objections to virtue 

ethics. An external objection is one that raises objections from outside ethics, typically 

from epistemology or metaphysics, such as the objection that virtue ethics depends on 

32Louden, "On Some Vices of Virtue Ethics," p. 229. 

33 II Morality as a System of Hypothetical Imperatives. II 
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certain implausible metaphysical or theological truths (p. 431). Internal objections, on 

the other hand, come from within ethics itself. 

They claim that there are general considerations connected to the point of ethical 
theory or to the structure of the moral point of view that make a virtue ethics 
untenable. As a consequence of being internal they ultimately depend upon 
arguments that support the claim that ethics really is the way they say it is. There 
is 2Jways the possibility, given their internal character, that these objections can slip 
into being question-begging. (p. 431) 

Solomon proceeds to set out three internal objections to virtue ethics: self-

centeredness, failure to guide action, and contingency (the inability of the agent to be 

fully in control of whether or not she is virtuous on a given occasion). He rejects each 

on the tu quoque grounds that the accusers, consequentialists and deontologists, are 

"partners in crime"; that is, they suffer from the same problems and are no better 

situated. 

Our concern in this work will primarily be with internal objections to virtue ethics. 

The Solomon article teaches us to be wary of the oft-repeated platitudes about the defects 

of virtue ethics, and about the features and faults of traditional moral theory. Such 

claims merit close examination, and opponents are sometimes negligent in failing to make 

sure their criticisms hit their target, and that they have not themselves conveniently 

moved it. 

Solomon's warning that internal objections to virtue ethics may prove to be question-

begging may indeed be apt, for much of the discussion that surrounds the virtue ethics 

controversy is related more or less explicitly to no less a question than "What is the 
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nature and purpose of morality?" Virtue ethicists disagree with many more mainstream 

ethical theorists on the basic issue of what the point of morality is. Jerry Schneewind, 

for example, in "Modem Moral Philosophy--From Beginning to End?"34 asserts that the 

focus of modem moral theory (since the early natural law theorists) is (and still should 

be) the resolution of conflict. "If conflict between individuals, groups or countries is the 

chief issue, an appeal to the inarticulate insight of a virtuous man is not going to be much 

help" (p. 34). We must be careful in our discussion of virtue ethics not to assume any 

particular conception of what morality ~, or is for; "How to live the good life" may be 

as valid a conception as "How to resolve conflict" or "How to resolve moral problems." 

As Robert- Louden puts it, 

Part of the message of virtue ethics is that we ought not to take [the traditional 
Enlightenment] conception of what constitutes an ethical theory as our only option. 
It is not so much that writers in the virtue ethics tradition are opposed to theory as 
that they are groping toward a different conception of what ethical theory ought to 
look like .... But rather than labelling this rejection a total dismissal of ethical theory, 
I think the evidence shows instead that it is part of a larger effort to return ethical 
theory to more realistic possibilities. (Theory with a small "t", if you wiII.)35 

We'll return to the discussion of the nature and purpose of morality (and of moral 

theory) later. However, before we can do that, we need a better idea of the actual 

foundation and structure of virtue ethics. What sort of moral theory is it--

consequentialist (perhaps, at bottom, egoistic)? Is it best characterized as what Rawls 

calls perfectionism, or something else yet again? Perhaps more importantly for assessing 

34Unpublished paper. 

35Louden, "Virtue Ethics and Anti-Theory," p. 110. 
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its viability, to what extent does it rely on a theory of human nature, or on Anscombe's 

call for a fully-developed moral psychology? If it does rely on an account of human 

nature and/or moral psychology, is it therefore a non-starter as a moral theory? 

Once we determine the foundation of virtue ethics, there remains the larger project 

of determining how the different elements of the theory fit together. Since one of the 

advantages of virtue ethics is allegedly that it avoids being overly simplistic, and since 

it may appeal to more than one moral principle (given the criticism that modern moral 

theories are inadequate for this reason), sketching the internal structure of the theory may 

be a non-trivial matter. Furthermore, it may involve vague-sounding concepts like 

flourishing, happiness, human nature, and the good. However, in the face of calls for 

a new sort of moral theory--especially when that "new" theory is actually an old theory 

with many problems which we're thinking about refitting and selling as new--it's 

important to address early on these issues of what sort of moral theory we're calling for 

(or getting), and what might be needed to make the different parts of the theory work 

together well. If virtue ethics isn't as different as we hope--for example, if it is actually 

a form of consequentialism--then we have to reconsider whether existing theories (in 

some form) might do the job, or whether we need to develop an entirely different theory. 

Even more seriously, if some of the parts required for a working theory are missing and 

it will take centuries to develop new ones, we again need to rethink the contemporary 

virtue ethics movement. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

THE STRUCTURE OF CONTEMPORARY VIRTUE ETHICS 

We turn next to three writers who have explicitly considered the structure of virtue 

ethics and its place alongside other moral theories: Robert Louden, Rosalind Hursthouse, 

and Gary Watson. To reintroduce our terminology from the first chapter, Louden 

considers virtue ethics to be mononomic, hierarchical, and reductionist, much like 

utilitarianism and deontology. Ultimately he argues for a moderate theory which would 

combine deontology and virtue ethics in a later booki. Hursthouse has a slightly 

different, more developed vision of the structure of virtue ethics which puts the focus on 

flourishing rather than on norms in human nature. Watson offers the most 

comprehensive analysis of virtue ethics and its place alongside other moral theories, and 

is able to account (at one level) for both sorts of virtue theory. 

Non-teleological Reductionist Virtue Ethics 

In "On Some Vices of Virtue Ethics," Louden contrasts the structure of virtue ethics 

to that of teleological and deontologica! theories, which have a common focus on acts as 

opposed to agents. They attempt to answer the question "What ought I to do?" and to 

iMorality and Moral Theory: A Reappraisal and Reaffinnation. New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1992. 
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analyze and resolve moral dilemmas. In this respect, Louden says they differ from virtue 

ethics. 

However, a second feature of teleological and deontological theories is shared with 

virtue ethics, according to Louden: conceptual reductionism. They "start with a primary 

irreducible element and then proceed to introduce secondary derivative concepts which 

are defined in terms of their relations to the beginning element" (p. 227). For 

teleologists, the concept of the good (defined for utilitarians with reference to states of 

affairs) is primary (or, in our terminology, basic). For deontologists, the right (or duty) 

is primary. For each, the other's primary concept, as well as the evaluation of agents, 

is strongly derivative. Similarly, virtue ethics, 

beginning with a root conception of the morally good person, proceeds to introduce 
a different set of secondary concepts which are defined in terms of their relationship 
to the primitive element. ... Viewed from this perspective, virtue ethics is not unique 
at all. It has adopted the traditional mononomic strategy of normative ethics. (p. 
228) 

Despite the similarity of structure he finds, Louden argues that the agent-

centeredness of virtue ethics makes for important and potentially problematic differences: 

it results in different views on moral motivation and different models of practical 

reasoning. In explaining the latter point, Louden says 

----- ---------

Act theorists, because they focus on discrete acts and moral quandaries, are naturally 
very interested in formulating decision procedures for making practical 
choices .... Agent-centered ethics, on the other hand, focuses on long-term 
characteristic patterns of action .... They are not as concerned with portraying 
practical reason as a rule-governed enterprise which can be applied on a case-by
case basis. (p. 228) 
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Louden thus classifies ethical theories as either act- or agent-oriented. (See Figure 

3.1.) Act-oriented theories are either teleological or deontological, and are very familiar 

to us. The foundation of virtue ethics is the morally good person rather than the good 

itself, which it's meant to be contrasted to. It would therefore not be a form of 

teleological theory--not even an agent-centered teleological theory, since all teleological 

theories are act-centered according to Louden. Virtue ethics belongs in a class of agent-

oriented theories, perhaps being the only token of its type. 

I 
I 

Act-oriented 

I 
I 

Teleological 
(The Good) 

I 
I 

Deontological 
(The Right) 

Ethics 

I 
I 

Agent-oriented 
I 
I 
I 
I 

Virtue Ethics 
(The Good Person) 

Diagram 3.1: Louden's Taxonomy of Ethical Theories 

Louden considers all of these theories, including virtue ethics, to be hierarchical, 

mononomic, and reductionist. He bases his reading of the structure of virtue ethics on 

"some detective work concerning its conceptual shape, making inferences based on the 

unfortunately small number of remarks that are available" (p. 227). He uses Anscombe's 

essay as well as Philippa Foot's work collected in Virtues and Vices as his sources. 
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Louden concludes from their arguments for softer, derivative "oughts" that "In other 

words, conceptual reductionism is at work in virtue ethics too" (p. 228). 

This conclusion, drawn from Anscombe and Foot, is unwarranted. Even if the 

"softer" or hypothetical ought is merely a general term which could be reduced to the 

more specific virtue terms, this need not imply conceptual reductionism in general. As 

we noted before, a theory might be reductionist or eliminativist about one or two terms 

which the theory has no use for, without making the overall structure reductionist, or 

even hierarchical. The mere reduction or elimination of one concept, which many people 

happen to take as a very important moral concept, does not commit a theory to wholesale 

conceptual reductionism. 

Even a virtue ethics based on human nature which jettisons the moral/non-moral 

distinction might utilize perfectly normal, hypothetical oughts. Because you are seven 

feet tall, you "ought" to duck when you go through doorways. Likewise, because you 

are a rational creature, you "ought" to act in accordance with that nature. To say that 

we can make no strong distinction between these two "oughts" may raise certain 

problems and sound strange to modern ears. However, it's certainly not incoherent, and 

the second "ought: need no more involve conceptual reductionism than the first. While 

the content of "oughts" for virtue ethics might be reducible to virtue terms, the concept 

of "ought" itself is not. The entire thrust of the movement to eliminate the moral/non

moral distinction is to use the regular concept of "ought" in the service of ethics right 

along with the rest of life. In sum, Louden has neither proven that virtue ethics is 
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conceptually reductionistic, nor that virtue ethics makes the concept of "ought" 

reductionist. 

More importantly, if virtue ethicists hope to eliminate the special category of the 

moral, it's misleading for Louden to say that virtue ethics begins with a root conception 

of "the morally good person," because this excludes non-moral virtues. Rather, virtue 

ethics might begin with a root conception of the good person, or of a good character, 

where that would include even traits which we usually consider non-moral. We might 

substitute the term "virtuous" for "morally good," but we must not therefore assume that 

only moral virtues are included. Virtue ethicists like Anscombe don't wish to permit 

such a distinction, and the norms she hopes to find in human nature probably won't be 

amenable to such a neat division. 

This misstatement of the core of virtue ethics has a serious consequence. A 

conception of the morally good person is a poor foundation for virtue ethics because it 

must import illegitimate assumptions about what is moral. We can't begin our account 

of morality with the notion of the morally good person; that's what we need to develop. 

Virtue ethics cannot begin with the morally good person, unless it already presupposes 

an account of morality. There is a very real worry that virtue ethics smuggles in 

deontological notions of what is moral at its most foundational level by illicitly defining 

the morally good person (or virtue) in terms of deontological principles, or that it is 

trivially circular in defining the morally good person in terms of virtue, and virtue in 

terms of character. 
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We'll discuss the first charge later. However, a form of virtue ethics which 

eliminates the moral/non-moral distinction avoids the second charge of trivial circularity. 

Anscombe at least wants to begin with a naturalistic conception of virtues as norms found 

in human nature. Of course, we'll have to beware that such a notion of human nature 

does not itself subtly smuggle in moral principles (perhaps in rejecting any unsavory 

aspects of human nature). However, the intent is to be to begin with an account of what 

is a good human being, where good is explicitly not defined in moral terms. Although 

we might fault Anscombe for thinking that such a conception of human nature is 

possible, we certainly can't fault her for thinking it will be easy, since she thinks we 

must put moral theory on hold for a few centuries while we develop it. 

In conclusion, virtue ethics may have a "traditional mononomic" structure, but 

Louden hasn't proven it. It is not necessarily reductionist, and although it may be agent-

centered, this does not mean (as Louden says) that it begins with the root concept of the 

morally good person. It may instead begin with the concept of a good person, 

understood in terms of non-moral norms in human nature--or in a number of other ways. 

Although Louden's "detective work" on the structure of virtue ethics is not to be trusted, 

he concludes with a ringing endorsement of the moderate thesis which affirms the beliefs 

and concerns of many proponents of virtue ethics: 

[W]e need to begin efforts to coordinate irreducible or strong notions of virtue along 
with irreducible or strong conceptions of the various act notions into our conceptual 
scheme of morality. This appeal for coordination will not satisfy those theorists who 
continue to think in the single-element or mononomic tradition ... ,but I do believe 
that it will result in a more realistic account of our moral experience. The moral 
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field is not unitary, and the values we employ in making moral judgments sometimes 
have fundamentally different sources. No single reductive method can offer a 
realistic means of prioritizing these different values. There exists no single scale by 
means of which disparate moral considerations can always be measured, added, and 
balanced. The theoretician's quest for conceptual economy and elegance has been 
won at too great a price, for the resulting reductionist definitions of the moral 
concepts are not true to the facts of moral experience. It is important now to see the 
ethics of virtue and the ethics of rules as adding up, rather than as canceling each 
other out. (p. 235) 

One might gather from this endorsement of binomism that Louden would be just as 

happy to hear that his analysis of Anscombe and Foot was mistaken, particularly if the 

final result were that the current virtue ethics movement does reject mononomism. He 

attempts to lay the groundwork for the sort of combined, binomic theory he describes in 

Morality and Moral Theory: A Reappraisal and Reaffirmation. We'll consider binomic 

theories briefly in Chapter Eight. 

A Virtue Ethics of Flourishing 

Rosalind Hursthouse, in "Virtue Theory and Abortion, ,,2 lays out a framework for 

deontological, act utilitarian, and virtue theories. Each, she says, begins with a premise 

(PI) which provides a specification of right action. For example, deontology says" An 

action is right iff it is in accordance with a moral rule or principle" (p. 224), and act 

utilitarianism holds that (PI): "An action is right iff it promotes the best consequences" 

(p. 225). These purely formal specifications are further spelled out in P2, A moral rule 

is one that...[is laid on us by God, or is required by natural law, or is required by 

2In Philosophy and Public Affairs, Vol. 20, no. 3, Summer 1991. 
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rationality, or commands universal rational acceptance] (in the case of deontology), or 

for utilitarianism, the best consequences are those which maximize happiness (p. 225) 

Of course, each theorist must further spell out her theory in accordance with its 

premises, trying to make sure that the right conclusions (such as "Don't kill") follow. 

Like deontology and utilitarianism, virtue ethics begins with a specification of right 

action (PI): "An action is right iff it is what a virtuous agent would do in the 

circumstances" (p. 225). Hursthouse claims that the specification of the virtuous agent 

is not, as some have suggested, "one who is disposed to act in accordance with a 

deontologist's moral rules." Rather, (PIa) "A virtuous agent is one who acts virtuously, 

that is, one who has and exercises the virtues" (p. 225). A non-trivial specification of 

the virtues is given by (P2): "A virtue is a character trait a human being needs to flourish 

or live well." This conceptually links virtue and flourishing (or living well or 

eudaimonia). "And, just as deontology, in theory, then goes on to argue that each 

favored rule meets its specification, so virtue ethics, in theory, goes on to argue that each 

favored character trait meets its" (pp. 225-26). 

What does this imply for the structure of each of these theories, in our terminology? 

First of all, I think we should note that Hursthouse starts virtue ethics off in just the 

place that Louden says it doesn't start, namely with a specification of right action. If 

virtue ethics is really agent-centered, and if it doesn't take the fundamental question of 

morality to be "What ought I to do?, " then it seems wrong to say that virtue ethics begins 



74 

with a specification of right action. Moreover, I think that Louden is more characteristic 

of the contemporary (and ancient, for that matter) virtue ethics movement on this point. 

Hursthouse's formulation of the question seems non-neutral with regard to the central 

question of morality, which (as we saw in the last chapter) is in dispute. However, it's 

possible to ignore the way Hursthouse formulates her framework, and instead get to what 

she's trying to say about the structure of virtue ethics, as opposed to utilitarianism and 

deontology. 

Act utilitarianism has as its foundational concept good consequences (actually, 

Hursthouse says "the best consequences," but this unnecessarily assumes a maximizing 

form of utilitarianism) and deontology has as its foundational concept some moral rule 

or principle (such as the Categorical Imperative or the Golden Rule). In the same 

position, virtue ethics has "what a virtuous agent would do in the circumstances." The 

next step for each of these theories, according to Hursthouse, is to further specify the 

foundational concept, first in a formal or thin sense and then later in terms of actual, full 

content. The formal specification of the foundational concept will forge links between 

that concept and others--for example, from good consequences to happiness, from the 

Categorical Imperative to rationality, or from the acts of a virtuous agent to flourishing 

(via character traits, which are virtues). After the theory has been laid out formally and 

the foundational concept has been given content, the theory must be further spelled out 

in order to yield moral prescriptions such as "Don't kill." 
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The foundational concept that Hursthouse identifies for each of these sorts of theory 

is merely a placeholder for the real concept which a particular version of that theory 

utilizes. For example, a hedonistic utilitarian fills in the placeholder "good 

consequences" with the thin specification "pleasure", and a non-hedonistic utilitarian fills 

it in with "happiness". A deontologist, as Hursthouse indicates, might fill in the 

placeholder "moral rule or principle" with "rationality," "God's command," "natural 

law," etc. The foundational concept in that particular instantiation of utilitarianism or 

deontology is then "happiness" or "rationality" rather than "good consequences" or "a 

moral rule or principle. " A type of theory might be about good consequences, but a 

specific instantiation of that theory is about happiness or pleasure. 3 We mustn't be 

misled into confusing the general foundational concept of a type of theory with the 

specific foundational concept of a particular instance of that type; if we do, we're liable 

to become confused about the actual structure of the theory. 

At this point in Hursthouse's framework, virtue ethics seems to' be parallel to 

utilitarianism and deontology. Given the way she's characterized each of the theories up 

to this point, we can't conclude whether any of them are either hierarchical or non-

hierarchical. 

Hursthouse's rebuttal of misconceptions about virtue ethics helps further reveal what 

sort of theory she has in mind. "First, the theory does not have a peculiar weakness or 

3 And additionally about either actual or expected happiness, as well as either 
maximizing or satisficing happiness, etc. 
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problem in virtue of the fact that it involves the concept of eudaimonia (a standard 

criticism being that this concept is hopelessly obscure)" (p. 226). This is no more 

difficult a concept than rationality or halminess; in fact, its meaning is something like 

"rational happiness." Second, virtue theory is not trivially circular; it doesn't specify 

right action in terms of the virtuous agent and vice versa. "Rather, it specifies her in 

terms of the virtues, and then specifies these, not merely as dispositions to right action, 

but as character traits (which are dispositions to feel and react as well as act in certain 

ways) required for eudaimonia" (p. 226). Third, it is not exclusively concerned with 

"Being rather than Doing"; it does answer the question "What should I do?" (p. 227). 

Furthermore (fourth), it does so, to a certain extent, by coming up with rules or 

principles. And fifth, "virtue theorj is not committed to any sort of reductionism 

involving defining all of our moral concepts in terms of the virtuous agent. On the 

contrary, it relies on a lot of very significant moral concepts" (p. 227). As she argues 

elsewhere, virtue ethics unquestionably 

relies, non-reductively, on the concept of the Good .... For built into the theory is 
the claim that part of the virtuous person's practical wisdom is her knowledge, her 
correct appreciation, of what is truly good and indeed, of what is truly pleasant, 
truly advantageous, truly worthwhile, truly important, truly serious ... ("Applying 
Virtue Ethics," p. 10) 

Hursthouse asserts that this is a credit to virtue theory. "It is with such premises that, 

according to virtue ethics, argument about real moral issues has to start" (p. 10). 

Finally, Hursthouse addresses what she considers to be the major criticism of virtue 

ethics: That it is "all assertion and no argument"; its action-guiding rules rely on the 
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virtue and vice concepts, and the theory presupposes concepts such as "the good" and 

"the worthwhile." Thus, virtue ethicists must rely on their audience's acceptance of 

these concepts and their application: 

While there is agreement, virtue theory can repeat conventional wisdom, preserve 
the status quo, but it can't get us anywhere in the way that a normative ethical 
theory is supposed to, namely, by providing rational grounds for acceptance of its 
practical conclusions. (p. 230) 

Hursthouse divides this complaint into two criticisms, the first regarding "the virtue 

theorist's employment of the virtue and vice concepts enshrined in her rules" and the 

second regarding the employment of concepts such as the worthwhile (p. 230). She 

argues that each imposes an utterly implausible condition of adequacy for a normative 

moral theory. In the first case, she argues that expecting morality to be simple and easy 

to apply is unreasonable. The second part, she says, assumes that "any good normative 

theory should provide answers to questions about real moral issues whose truth is in no 

way determined by truths about what is worthwhile, or what really matters in human 

life" (pp. 231-32). Thus, Hursthouse rejects both parts of this major criticism 

based on premises about what an adequate normative theory must be like--what sorts 
of concepts it must contain, and what sort of account it must give of moral 
knowledge--and thereby claims, implicitly, that the "major criticism" manifests a 
failure to understand what an adequate normative theory is. But, as a matter of fact, 
I think the criticism is often made by people who have no idea of what virtue theory 
looks like when applied to a real moral issue. (pp. 232-33) 

Hursthouse's assertion that virtue ethics relies non-reductively on many important 

concepts raises important structural issues. First, how does her further elucidation of 

virtue ethics clear up what the foundation of virtue ethics actually is, according to her? 
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Second, what exactly does she mean in saying that virtue ethics relies non-reductively on 

a lot of other significant moral concepts? We'll tackle this second question shortly. 

Before we look at overall structure, let's clarify what Hursthouse thinks the foundation 

of virtue ethics is. 

We said earlier that for a utilitarian, "good consequences" is only a general term 

which, in a particular utilitarian theory, will be replaced by "happiness" or "pleasure." 

Virtue ethics (at the general level) is supposed to start with "the virtuous agent," which 

means "an agent who has and exercises the virtues." The virtues then need to be further 

specified. But is (or should) the foundational concept for virtue ethics (at the general 

level) really be the virtuous agent, or instead the virtues? 

Hursthouse doesn't explain why she gives the specification for right action in terms 

of what the virtuous agent would do, instead of action in accordance with the virtues. 

She makes the second alternative a sort of corollary ("Premise la") to the first, when it 

seems as though it could have been the other way around. After all, don't we call the 

theory "virtue ethics" instead of "virtuous agent ethics"? However, recall Louden's 

claim that virtue ethics is agent-centered. If this is true, then it seems right to start with 

the virtuous agent rather than with virtue, or action in accordance with virtue. Louden 

also begins with the virtuous ("morally good," which we changed to simply "good") 

agent. Even though Hursthouse has formulated the central concern of ethics to be right 

action, she (like Louden) retains the agent-centered focus of virtue ethics. This doesn't 

the settle the question of what the foundational concept for virtue ethics should actually 
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be. Once again, we must remember that by saying that virtue ethics begins with the 

notion of the virtuous agent, we cannot fill it in by giving it moral content (for example, 

in terms of deontological moral principles). However, Hursthouse hopes to fill in the 

content of virtuous agency in terms of flourishing or eudaimonia. This is, we should 

note, different from the way that Anscombe seeks to give it content; Anscombe appeals 

directly to norms in human nature. As we shall see in the next section, these represent 

two different alternatives for virtue ethics--and in fact, a third alternative would give 

content to the virtuous agent in terms of her place in the tradition of a particular culture. 

Note that Hursthouse does not seem to reject the moral/non-moral distinction; in that 

respect, her theory is even more like traditional moral theories than the theory Louden 

describes. Indeed, this is neither a necessary nor a universal feature of contemporary 

virtue ethics. Retaining the distinction is acceptable so long she is careful about certain 

things. First of all, she must beware that her conception of the virtuous agent does not 

smuggle in moral assumptions. Basing the virtuous agent on the concept of flourishing 

may well do violence to some of our intuitions about what is moral, just as a moral 

theory based on happiness often is said to do--unless, of course, flourishing happily turns 

out to require the same sorts of things we intuitively think morality requires, which 

seems unlikely. We'll discuss this problem in more detail in the next chapters. 

Secondly, since she can't begin with a conception of what is moral, it must be generated 

from her account of the virtuous agent, which she hopes to get via the account of 

flourishing. Therefore it seems that flourishing, or something else within the theory, will 
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have to generate (and not be based on) the moral/non-moral distinction--which may also 

be a difficulty. However, even if we should fail to make a Hursthousian virtue ethics 

of flourishing maintain the moral/non-moral distinction, it's quite possible that other 

virtue theories would be able to do so, if in fact this is desirable. 

Given the assumption, which we may find reason to question later,4 that the virtuous 

agent (rather than virtue itself) is the proper foundation for virtue theory as a species, it 

may be spelled out differently in diverse varieties of virtue theory. Let's explore 

Hursthouse's proffered version a bit further. She says that a virtue is a character trait 

that a human needs to flourish or live well. A virtuous agent would therefore 

presumably be a human who is flourishing or living well, and that human would have 

and exemplify those character traits called virtues. Substituting this for Hursthouse's 

Premise 1 and la, we get "An action is right iff it is what a human who is flourishing 

would do in the circumstances" and" A virtuous agent is one who is flourishing. " 

This sounds peculiar and raises worries about whether virtue is sufficient or merely 

necessary for flourishing, and whether virtue is constitutive of flourishing or merely 

instrumental to it. Inspired by Hursthouse's framework for act utilitarianism and 

deontology, we might ask whether right action is supposed to "promote" flourishing, "be 

4Here's one reason why we might question the notion of the virtuous agent as the 
root conception of virtue ethics: if virtue ethicists wish to countenance a plurality of 
virtuous ways of life, and to maintain the idea that two virtuous agents might act 
differently but both rightly in the same situation, then the notion of a virtuous agent 
(singular) seems too narrow. This is because it suggests one ideal toward which 
everyone must strive, and toward which all our character traits and actions must be 
judged. 
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in accordance with" it, or something else. If either of the first two, we might wonder 

if this is a form of character utilitarianism or character deontology. Flourishing certainly 

might be a further specification of "good consequences." It seems less plausible that 

flourishing is a "moral rule or principle," although the virtues themselves are prime 

candidates for that. Could we, following up on that last idea, substitute "virtue" or "the 

virtues" for "virtuous agent" as the foundation of virtue ethics and consider these to be 

moral principles which one must act in accordance with? Our theory might then be a 

polynomic character deontology! 

This brings up some interesting structural alternatives for virtue ethics. Hursthouse 

only outlines one sort of virtue theory (one which spells out virtuous actions and agents 

in terms of flourishing), and even that could go in several different directions. At first 

it looks as though it would, like Louden's version of virtue ethics, be in an agent

centered class apart from teleological and deontoiogical theories. However, when we 

develop the concept of the virtuous agent, it turns out that the theory might actually be 

a form of teleology, not far removed from character utilitarianism. Certainly many of 

the issues in Chapter One regarding teleological theories are raised by Hursthouse's 

version of virtue ethics. This is because of the connection with flourishing, which, like 

happiness, is a good or goal to be promoted and perhaps even maximized. Furthermore, 

as we have seen, there might be different sorts of virtue theory which Hursthouse does 

not talk about. We'll.explore options along both of these lines later in the chapter (when 

we talk about Watson) and in other chapters. For now, let's further scrutinize 



82 

Hursthouse's outline for virtue ethics, with the acknowledgement that we'll have to return 

to many of the issues above. 

What does Hursthouse mean by saying that virtue ethics relies non-reductively on 

many important concepts? There are three possibilities. First, she could mean that the 

structure of virtue ethics is not conceptually reductionist. That is, although these 

concepts are a part of virtue theory, they cannot be reduced to the foundational 

concept(s) of virtue ethics, much as the function of a department chair cannot be reduced 

to (part of) the function of the dean. She would then be asserting the relative 

independence of such concepts within the overall theory; the theory as a whole is not 

reductionist. 

Second, she could mean that virtue ethics is polynomic. The theory would then have 

at its most foundational level not only the concept of the virtuous agent, but also other 

concepts of the good, the worthwhile, and so on. In this case, the overall theory might 

or might not be reductionist, but at the most foundational level the several basic 

principles would work together without being reducible to one another, like Ross's prima 

facie duties. 

Third, she could mean that the theory is non-complete, regardless of whether it's 

reductionist. According to this interpretation, virtue ethics cannot account for the entire 

realm of ethics itself, and has to rely on some principles from outside the theory proper. 

Such principles would then obviously not be reducible to concepts within the theory, 

though the theory itself might be reductionist. 
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Which of these three interpretations does Hursthouse have in mind? She seems to 

think that virtue ethics relies on these concepts (non-reductively), rather than including 

them (at the basic or latter levels). At least some ("a lot of') moral concepts are not 

defined in terms of the virtuous agent--e.g., the good, worthwhile, pleasant, and so on. 

To say that "virtue theory .... relies on" these concepts suggests that they are either 

foundational or else external, rather than that they are less basic concepts within a non

reductionist theory. Moreover, Hursthouse wants to reject the supposition that all of 

these things can be tidily included in one package. Thus the third interpretation, which 

makes virtue ethics is non-complete, is most plausible. Hursthouse argues that this is a 

reasonable feature of a moral theory which any moral theories should or does share, even 

though it may be denied. 

Hursthouse's account of virtue ethics is revisionary, but nonetheless she emphasizes 

the similarity of virtue ethics to utilitarianism and deontology. She suggests that if our 

understanding of these theories and of moral theory in general were more sophisticated, 

we would realize that virtue ethics is not so specially problematic. Some commonplace 

sayings about virtue ethics as well as other moral theories are false. 

Like Louden, Hursthouse finds a close parallel between virtue ethics and other moral 

theories. Unlike him, she uses happiness rather than human nature as her foundation, 

rejects completeness, and wants to develop a radical virtue ethics. Her virtue ethics is 

more similar to standard teleological theories than Anscombe's, because they share a 

foundation in happiness or flourishing, and because she does not explicitly reject the 
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moral/non-moral distinction. Let's move on to Watson, whose framework can partially 

accommodate both sorts of virtue theory. 

Virtue Ethics: Human Nature vs. Flourishing 

In "On the Primacy of Character," Watson argues that virtue ethics might take either 

of two teleological forms, only one of which would be structurally unique. We'll find 

cause to revise his taxonomy in the next chapter, but his initial characterization of the 

two different possibilities for virtue ethics will prove indispensable. In short, Watson 

claims that virtue ethics might follow utilitarianism in taking happiness as its foundation, 

or it might take a different teleological notion of the good of and for a kind as its 

foundation. In either case, virtue would be strongly linked to the foundational concept. 

Watson considers the place of virtue ethics within the standard taxonomy of 

teleological theories. Consequentialism, Watson says, is a poorly chosen term, because 

happiness is better described as an outcome than as a consequence. "Ethics of outcome" 

is thus a better term than "consequentialism." Various ethics of outcome differ in their 

theories of value--in what they take to be the good. This is a familiar point from Chapter 

One; the good need not be understood in terms of consequences or happiness, although 

Watson questions whether even utilitarianism should be called consequentialist. We'll 

challenge his characterization of some teleological theories as ethics of outcome in the 

next chapter. (See Diagram 3.2 for Watson's taxonomy.) Watson thinks that one form 
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of virtue ethics is an ethics of outcome, and another form of virtue ethics is teleological 

but not an ethics of outcome, as we shall see. 

Watson recognizes that teleological theories may differ in their relation between the 

good and virtue. The relation may be instrumental, as is commonly the case, or 

constitutive. Character utilitarianism, for example, holds that virtues are simply those 

traits of character which are instrumental to happiness. It isn't really a form of virtue 

ethics, for the fundamental moral facts in the theory are about happiness rather than 

virtue. However, the first form of virtue ethics is like character utilitarianism except in 

making virtue constitutive of, rather than instrumental to, happiness or flourishing. In 

this way, the fundamental moral facts are at the same time about flourishing and virtue, 

and it is a true virtue ethics rather. 

We'll call this value theory virtue ethics, because it takes some goal or good to be 

of ultimate value; it begins with the ultimate value of happiness or flourishing, and 

relates virtue to that basic concept in a particular way. In such a theory, what does it 

mean to say that happiness is the ultimate end, or ultimately valuable? To say that 

humans have an ultimate end is to make a formal claim to the effect that there is some 

final value or end to which all our other ends are subordinate, and which itself is not 

subordinate to any other end. It is a claim that humans dq in fact order their values in 

this way, not that they should do so. An intrinsic end, by contrast, does not hold this 

formal position as an end for the sake of which all other ends are done. The notion that 
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happiness is the ultimate end is controversial but common, being present in authors from 

Aristotle to Mill. 

In most respects, Watson thinks value theory virtue ethics does not have a unique 

structure which firmly sets it apart from character utilitarianism and other ethics of 

outcome; it differs only in the way that it relates virtue to happiness. Hursthouse and 

Louden tend to support this assessment. However, Watson thinks there is another form 

of virtue ethics which is quite unique. It is teleological since it begins with the good 

rather than the right, but it is not an ethics of outcome since it does not begin with a 

good outcome or state of affairs such as happiness. It employs a very different 

conception of what is meant by "the good" as the good of and for a natural kind, 

specifically humans. Watson depicts it as follows: 

1. Living a characteristically human life (functioning well as a human being) 
requires possessing and exemplifying certain traits, T. 

2. T are therefore human excellences and render their possessors to that extent good 
human beings. 

3. Acting in way W is in accordance with T (or exemplifies or is contrary to 1). 

4. Therefore, W is right (good or wrong). (p. 459) 

Of course, humans are the relevant natural kind when discussing ethics. This theory 

requires an account of the characteristically human life, and thus of human nature. We 

will therefore call this human nature virtue ethics. Notice that the word "happiness" 

does not appear anywhere within this depiction. Here the telos is not an outcome or state 

of affairs, but rather living the life natural to (or characteristic of) your kind. Ancient 
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ethics are often accused of being teleological in this specific sense, and to assume that 

there ~ some function or characteristic activity of humans. The goal is to realize our 

nature or essence rather than to produce happiness or any other outcome; to be a good 

(characteristic, excellent) human being rather than to make ourselves or others happy. 

Furthermore, the characteristically human life sets standards for our behavior, 

regardless of whether we happen to place value in such a life. Since the notion of the 

good of and for a kind applies to any natural kind, a theory utilizing this notion would 

naturally not want to suggest that the norms which it sets are dependent upon the entity's 

valuation of its nature. There are standards for good hammers, even though hammers 

don't value being good hammers. Likewise, there are standards for good humans, even 

though some humans don't value being good humans. 

These two types of virtue ethics are very different. The foundation of one is 

happiness, and the other is human nature. Relatedly, with human nature virtue ethics, 

the link to happiness is not specified; it needn't hold that virtue promotes or constitutes 

happiness, flourishing, or anything else we value. It may intuitively seem that the good 

of and for humans would involve their happiness, but this might not be the case--it could 

call for their suffering, along Nietzschean lines. A third major difference is that in 

starting with the characteristically human life, human nature virtue ethics is necessarily 

deeply naturalistic, while value theory virtue ethics might or might not have a naturalistic 

account of virtue and happiness (although it often does). 
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Although human nature virtue ethics is especially interesting because of its unique 

notion of the good, it raises distinctive problems. First of all, there is quite a jump 

between the good for humans, and being a good human. Secondly, it will be difficult 

to prove that there is such a thing as a characteristically human life, or that we can give 

a useful account of human nature. Finally, many or even most humans might not care 

very much about living the life which is "good of and for humans." There would be no 

further reason which says that they should, or must, value such a life; human nature 

virtue ethics starts with an account of the characteristically human life and not with value 

theory. In that respect, it's much like taking up "the moral point of view" in being 

difficult to convince outsiders to adopt. There will, therefore, be large problems for 

human nature virtue ethics regarding the moral skeptic and moral motivation. 

By way of contrast, value theory virtue ethics, as a species of ethics of outcome, 

holds that happiness or flourishing is ultimately valuable, and might hope to convince 

someone that (a) this is in fact the case, (b) that happiness in some way involves being 

virtuous, and (c) that therefore she should be virtuous. Certainly this is no trivial matter, 

but it does initially seem to be less of a challenge than connecting the good of and the 

good for, or getting someone to care about virtue simply because it's the good of and for 

humans. On the side of the latter theory, however, it at least does not make the difficuIt

to-justify assumption that something is of ultimate value (p. 461). 

----------------
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Watson considers human nature virtue ethics to be Aristotelian in holding that virtues 

are human excellences, that is, traits which enable one to live a characteristically human 

life, or to live in accordance with one's nature as a human being (p. 455). Although in 

the next chapter we'll find reason to question that, it does seem like the sort of theory 

Anscombe has in mind. Value theory virtue ethics, which holds that the virtues are 

necessary for and (at least partially) constitutive of happiness or flourishing, seems 

closest to what Hursthouse has in mind, at least if she is to avoid character utilitarianism. 

We'll discuss both in the context of ancient virtue ethics in Chapter Four, at which time 

we'll have cause to somewhat revise Watson's taxonomy and challenge his claim that 

Aristotle offered a form of human nature virtue ethics. However, Watson has outlined, 

two major options for the structure of virtue ethics, each of which needs to be further 

pursued and somewhat modified. Thus, we'll discuss human nature virtue ethics in 

Chapter Five, value theory virtue ethics in Chapters Six and Seven, and both in the final 

chapter. Watson does at least raise the possibility that virtue ethics might be teleological 

and yet not very similar to consequentialist theories--that it might have a unique structure 

in a class all its own. 

Conclusions from the Contemporary Literature 

Many different possibilities are open to virtue ethics. If the anti-theory proponents 

are correct, it may not be very formalistic or theory-like at all. If we contrast virtue 

ethics to other mainstream moral theories, the question of whether it constitutes a unique 
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sort of theory is quite open at this point. Louden and Hursthouse think of virtue ethics 

as a theory which is much like other theories, but which is not teleological, and which 

is at least not consequeotialist; it differs, according to both of them, in placing the 

concept of the virtuous agent at the foundation of the theory. Hursthouse goes on to 

argue that virtue ethics relies on many other significant concepts, and we have interpreted 

that as meaning that it is non-complete. 

On the other hand, Watson does not discover any non-teleological forms of virtue 

ethics, but he does illuminate two possible forms of virtue ethics within teleology. The 

first is very much like other moral theories, except that it takes virtue as partially or 

wholly constitutive of the goal, which is happiness or flourishing. The second sort of 

teleological theory is what many people think of as an ancient and problematic form of 

virtue ethics. It is very naturalistic, and finds the norms for human behavior in an 

account of the characteristically human life, which will presumably be a life of virtue 

(though not necessarily of happiness). This is a theory of the good, but not of ultimate 

good. Rather, it is a theory of the good of and for a kind, namely humans. 

However problematic the latter theory might be, contemporary proponents of virtue 

ethics must realize that it is an option, and must keep the other forms of virtue ethics 

separate from it. In fact, many quick dismissals of the viability of a contemporary virtue 

theory probably rest on the assumption that it will take this form; and other dismissals 

of the theory probably rest 00 the assumption that this is simply not an option. It's 
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important, therefore, to decide what sort of theory it is that we're talking about--or that 

we should be talking about. 

Furthermore, we must decide whether the sort of theory that Louden and Hursthouse 

have in mind, which would be similar to but in a distinct class from other moral theories, 

is actually identical to one of the two theories--probably value theory virtue ethics--which 

Watson talks about. They seem similar to human nature and value theory virtue ethics 

respectively, but we'll have to further consider the possibility that one or both do not 

belong in the category of teleological theories at all. One might, for example, argue that 

they are not goal-oriented; perhaps they are instead ideal- or standard-oriented, if we can 

coherently distinguish either of those from a goal or telos. 

Moreover, each of these philosophers raises more questions than they answer and 

more possibilities than they realize about the structure of virtue ethics. For example, if 

we accept value theory virtue ethics, what is the precise relation between virtue and 

happiness or flourishing? Should we accept happiness or instead flourishing (or 

something else) as the favored concept? Indeed, how do these concepts differ, and how 

would different virtue theories spell each of them out? Are different virtue theories 

hierarchical? Is virtue ethics, in whichever form, egoistic? And finally, which version 

of virtue ethics should we adopt and pursue--or are any of them particularly promising? 

We'll address these questions in Chapters Five through Eight. For now let's travel back 

to ancient virtue ethics to see whether it can offer guidance to its twentieth-century 

successors. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

THE STRUCTURE OF ANCIENT VIRTUE ETHICS 

What is the structure of ancient virtue ethics? The paradigmatic ancient inspiration 

for contemporary virtue ethics is Aristotelian ethics. However, Aristotelian ethics is 

often said to be egoistic (to be "ethics" rather than "morality"), and to rely fundamentally 

on an unproven and unprovable account of human nature (or, more specifically, the 

function or ergon of humans). Consistent with the latter accusation, Watson considers 

Aristotle to offer a kind of human nature virtue ethics, as we saw in the last chapter. 

Although this may point to a unique form for Aristotelian virtue ethics, it also points to 

potentially debilitating difficulties. Should these charges be well-founded, they would 

foreshadow possible problems with a contemporary virtue ethics fashioned after 

Aristotelian ethics. 

Ancient ethics, of course, does not begin with Aristotle, nor does it end with him. 

In this chapter we shall be concerned with Socratic and Platonic ethics, the main 

Aristotelian precursors, as well as the later Hellenistic Stoics and Epicureans. Although 

there are other schools of ancient ethics, a survey of the structure of these most 

influential ancient thinkers will prove sufficient to detect the general structure of ancient 

virtue ethics. Since our purpose here is to discern the structure of ancient theories rather 

than to study history or to provide a full discussion of ancient ethics, the various schools 

will be presented in an order that will facilitate structural observations, rather than 
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historical ones. The main historical alternative to ancient virtue ethics which still takes 

a virtue approach is a blend of Aristotle and Christianity presented by Aquinas, and we'll 

examine Thomistic ethics in the next chapter. 

As we saw in the last chapter, we can distinguish between at least two structurally 

distinct kinds of virtue ethics, which we shall elaborate on in the course of examining 

ancient ethics. The first, value theory virtue ethics (VI), takes flourishing to be the 

ultimate value, and holds that virtue is constitutive of flourishing. This is a kind of 

ethics of outcome. Human nature virtue ethics (V2), on the other hand, does not take 

anything to be of ultimate value, but starts with a conception of a characteristically 

human life. Both are forms of teleology, but human nature virtue ethics is a unique form 

of teleology, in a class all its own. 

Watson takes it that Aristotelian ethics is the primary example of human nature 

virtue ethics, and this accords with the received view that Aristotle's ethics falls to the 

external objection that it depends on an indefensible account of human nature. We shall 

find reason to question this interpretation of Aristotle. Although value theory virtue 

ethics may actually be a species of ethics of outcome, it's possible that it will turn out 

to be the best interpretation or most viable form of contemporary or ancient virtue ethics, 

and indeed I think that this is how Aristotle, along with most other ancient ethicists, 

should be understood. In attempting to discern the structure of virtue ethics, we 

shouldn't be too intent upon a pre-conceived notion that it must have a unique form 
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distinct from what Watson calls ethics of outcome; as he acknowledges, the structurally 

unique human nature virtue ethics is susceptible to a number of difficult, perhaps 

decisive, objections. Moreover, a theory might share outcome ethics' starting point in 

value theory, but diverge structurally in other ways. Let us see what form ancient virtue 

ethics takes, beginning with the hypothesis that it is a value theory virtue ethics. 

Ancient Ethics as Value Theory Virtue Ethics 

Stoic Ethics 

Value theory virtue ethics has a theory of value which takes flourishing or happiness 

to be ultimately valuable, and virtue to be constitutive of flourishing. Its theory of virtue 

would differ from that of human nature virtue ethics, and it would differ from character 

utilitarianism in its theory of value--in taking virtue to be constitutive of, rather than 

(merely) instrumental to, happiness. What would value theory virtue ethics' theory of 

virtue look like? 

(VI) Virtues are human excellences, that is, those traits that enable one to flourish 
as a human and are constitutive of human flourishing (which is ultimately valuable). 

Value theory virtue ethics holds that virtue is the sole or primaryi constituent of 

flourishing, and human excellence is the sole or primary constituent of what is ultimately 

valuable. Watson explains, 

Now if there were other constituents of flourishing, it would be arbitrary to make 
the theory the namesake of virtue. (It should then be called an ethics of virtue plus 

i"Primary" is equivalent to the term "basic" in Chapter One. 
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whatever else constitutes flourishing.) Thus virtue must be construed as the sole or 
somehow primary constituent of flourishing, as it was by Socrates. (p. 457? 

Let's try to get a better picture of value theory virtue ethics, by way of testing the 

hypothesis that ancient ethics takes this form. We might attempt to develop it in the 

direction of Hellenistic Stoicism, since the Stoics held that possession of the virtues is 

a wholly sufficient condition for flourishing or happiness. Things which most people 

commonly think of as goods necessary for a good life but which are not numbered among 

the virtues are simply not goods but rather only 'preferred indifferents' which are mere 

instruments to a virtuous life according to the Stoics, and which may be used well or 

poorly. "For it is possible to be happy even without these [wealth, reputation, health, 

etc], since it is a certain kind of use of them which brings happiness or unhappiness" 

(D.L. 7.104, in Inwood and Gerson3
, p. 140). A Stoic who is truly and virtuously 

dominated by her conception of virtue as constitutive of and sufficient for the good life 

will not worry too much about such things as being free from pain and having good food 

to eat and money for buying things; she will consider such things as mere instruments 

in achieving the vIrtue that really constitutes happiness. "No one can possess 

the ... virtues ... unless he has firmly decided that there is nothing except what is honorable 

or shameful which makes a difference ... " (Cicero On Goals 3.25, I&G p. 150). 

Moreover, if one is a virtuous Stoic, then one .lli living the good life, lli. flourishing, .ill. 

2Gary Watson, "On the Primacy of Character," ibid. 

3Brad Inwood and L.P. Gerson, Hellenistic Philosophy: Introductory Readings. 
Indianapolis: Hackett, 1988. Hereafter referred to as I&G. 
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happy--even in the stark absence of what we think of as normal preconditions for or 

constituents of flourishing and happiness. A happy Stoic may as easily be found in the 

dungeons of a palace as in the throne-room. 

But is Stoicism actually an historical variety of value theory virtue ethics, or whether 

some other portrait may be drawn that would be more accurate? Is Stoicism surprisingly 

an ethics of outcome which, although it distinguishes itself from character utilitarianism 

in its theory of value, takes some outcome or state of affairs to be ultimately valuable? 

Is there a foundational role in Stoicism for the idea that flourishing or living a 

characteristically human life is ultimately good? The answer is Yes--in a way (an 

important way).4 

The Stoics, like other ancient ethicists, took the starting point of ethics to be the 

question of how to live the good life, and assumed that the end of each person was (as 

a matter of fact) happiness or eudaimonia, under a thin and non-specific conception of 

happiness. The Stoics say that "being happy is the end, for the sake of which everything 

is done, but which is not itself done for the sake of anything. This consists in living in 

accordance with virtue, in living in agreement, or, what is the same, in living in 

accordance with nature" (Stobaeus 2.77, 16-27, in Long and SedleyS, p. 394). The 

~his understanding of ancient ethics owes a great deal to Julia Annas' The Morality 
of Happiness. 

5A.A. Long and D.N. Sedley, The Hellenistic Philosophers Vol. 1. New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1987. Hereafter referred to as L&S. 
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passages in Book I of Aristotle's Ethics which talk about happiness being the end of 

every person's activities are probably most familiar here, and are fairly representative: 

Since every sort of knowledge and decision pursues some good .... What is the 
highest of all the goods pursued in action? As far as its name goes, most people 
virtually agree, since both the many and the cultivated call it happiness, and suppose 
that living well and doing well are the same as being happy. But they disagree 
about what happiness is .... (NE 1095a14~21)6 

Each ancient theorist attempted to explain what this happiness we all ultimately (and 

never merely instrumentally) value and act for really is. "Presumably the remark that 

the best good is happiness is apparently something agreed, and what we miss is a clearer 

statement of what the best good is" (NE 1097b22-24). The happiness we all desire has 

certain formal traits, they argue. As Aristotle says, 

Now happiness more than anything else seems unconditionally complete, since we 
always choose it because of itself, and never because of something 
else .... [Furthermore] we regard something as self-sufficient when all by itself it 
makes a life choiceworthy and lacking nothing; and that is what we think happiness 
does. (NE 1097b1-16) 

Characteristically human activity for the end of happiness is, then, complete and self-

sufficient activity. Humans are naturally concerned with happiness in some sense, for 

it is invariably their end; the problem for ancient ethicists is to figure out in what sense, 

and how that connects to virtue. Happiness for any being, they hold, consists in living 

in accordance with its nature. Since it is human happiness that each of us is concerned 

6Trans. Terence Irwin. Indianapolis: Hackett, 1985. Subsequent references are to 
this translation. 
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with, and since happiness is a sort of activity (as they argue), it is human excellence (in 

activity) that we should be concerned about. 7 

It is clear that the virtue we must examine is human virtue, since we are also 
seeking the human good and human happiness. And by human virtue we mean 
virtue of the soul, not of the body, since we also say that happiness is an activity of 
the soul. If this is so, then it is clear that the politician must acquire some 
knowledge about the soul... (NE 1l02a 14-20) 

Human good and happiness lead us, therefore, to an understanding of human nature, 

which ancient ethicists argue requires an understanding of the (characteristic) function 

of humans. 

Well, perhaps we shall find the best good if we first find the function of a human 
being. For just as the good, i.e [doing] well... for whatever has a function and 
[characteristic] action, seems to depend on its function, the same seems to be true 
for a human being, if a human being has some function. (NE 1097b25-29) 

But what, .if anything, is that function, or characteristic activity8? Aristotle and the 

Stoics, as well as others, argue that it is activity according to reason (which they each 

understand somewhat differently). Nothing else, argues Aristotle, is peculiarly 

7The Greek word for virtue, arete, may also be translated as 'excellence.' One might 
well wonder, then, why human excellence may not extend to health. However, the 
Greek word had two senses, and the sense we are concerned with is that of excellence 
of character rather than body, as Aristotle explains. 

8As I argue below, the word 'function' brings to mind a tendentious teleological 
thesis. The Greek word 'ergon' should not be (and was not) so narrowly understood. 
A less misleading translation would be 'characteristic activity,' or (a bit more 
cumbersomely) 'the defining or characteristic activity or work of a class of beings.' The 
ergon of humans or tigers is no more a mystical or suspicious metaphysical concept than 
the ergon of bakers or students. Saying that rational activity is the ergon of humans is 
no more contentious than saying that humans are fundamentally rational creatures, a 
thesis which certainly many philosophers have held and taken as a premise. 
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characteristic of humans, for other things live, grow, and perceive their environment (NE 

1098al-4).9 It is in terms of activity according to reason, which is the characteristic 

human function, that we can look for a deeper understanding of what human happiness 

is, and since excellence or virtue is doing well in one's characteristic activity, this is also 

where we look for an understanding of human virtue (NE 1098a7-17). It is the thesis 

of ancient ethicists that what a creature is designed (perhaps simply by nature rather than 

God or some universal plan) to do is what makes that sort of creature happy when done 

well. 

The Stoics have a particular understanding of the happiness we all value which takes 

virtue as constitutive of and sufficient for it--that is, for the Stoics, just what happiness 

(in the final specification) turns out to be. Happiness is found in activity according to 

reason, which is activity according to nature. The universe, the Stoics held, is rational 

and operates according to natural laws, and it is the function of reason to discover these 

laws and the place of humans to follow them (and human nature as well) in virtuous 

activity. Diogenes Laertius explains that 

9This has often been attacked as a weak argument, and probably rightly so. What 
if Vulcans or (as Aristotle himself recognizes in Book X) God share the characteristic of 
being ratiocinators--need we then look for some other unique characteristic of humans? 
However, this may be a weak argument converging on a genuinely salient point about 
humans (and any other rational creatures there might be). One might attempt to argue, 
for example, that our rationality is inextricably bound to our happiness (though in non
rational creatures this isn't the case) and that therefore (to move to a conclusion without 
filling in many necessary steps to such an argument) our happiness must be understood 
in terms of reason and rationality (and perhaps in terms of our "animal" or emotional 
natures as well). 
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they say that pleasure is, if anything, a byproduct which supervenes when nature 
itself, on its own, seeks out and acquires what is suitable to [the animal's] 
constitution .... When reason has been given to rational animals as a more perfect 
governor [of life], then for them the life according to reason properly becomes what 
is natural for them .... Thus Zeno first, in his book On the Nature of Man, said that 
the goal was to live in agreement with nature, which is to live according to virtue. 
For nature leads us to virtue .... The goal becomes "to live consistently with nature", 
i.e., according to one's own nature and that of the universe, doing nothing which 
is forbidden to the common law, which is right reason ... (D.L. 7.85-88, in I&G p. 
136) 

The Stoics argued that virtue--human excellence--is not merely partially constitutive of 

but also sufficient for eudaimonialO
; happiness supervenes on virtue. This happiness 

supervenes when appropriate or virtuous actions "become secure and conditioned and 

acquire a special sort of fixity" (Stobaeus Anthology 4.39 col. 5 p. 906.18-907.5 W-H 

(svf 3.510), I&G p. 146). Diogenes says that they define the good as "'that which is 

perfectly in accord with nature for a rational being, qua rational.' And virtue is such a 

thing, so that virtuous action and virtuous men participate [in it]; and its supervenient 

byproducts are joy and good spirits and the like" (D.L. 7.94, I&G p. 138). "The virtues 

are both instrumental and final goods. For in that they produce happiness they are 

instrumental goods, and in that they fulfill it, such that they are parts of it, they are final 

goods" (D.L. 7.97, I&G p. 138). The Stoics call action which is in accord with the 

IOThere is a difficulty here in the translation of eudaimonia. There is no one English 
word which corresponds to it; it has the flavor of 'happiness' and 'well-being' and 
'success' and 'flourishing' all mixed together. Unfortunately we are attempting to walk 
a fine line here between the modern conception of happiness and the rather different 
Greek conception of eudaimonia, as will soon become apparent. For now, I will switch 
back and forth between eudaimonia and the English words which roughly capture the 
same idea. 
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dictates of reason (and thereby the laws of nature) 'appropriate action.' Some actions 

are appropriate or inappropriate in any circumstances, and others are sensitive to special 

circumstances. The wise person is immune to common pleasure, which "is an irrational 

elation over what seems to be worth choosing," but does experience joy, which by 

contrast is a reasonable elation; a Stoic need not forsake joy nor emotional life, but 

merely needs to tame and calm it with reason (D.L. 7. 114-117, I&G p. 142). 

It is the Stoics' (and other ancient ethicists') acceptance of the idea that what we all 

naturally work toward--have as our end, as a value which is ultimate, intrinsic, and in 

no way instrumental--is haQpiness which shows that they have adopted a scheme which 

identifies something (in this case happiness or flourishing) as ultimately good. This 

closely resembles the sort of scheme Watson calls an ethics of outcome, a "scheme of 

value according to which the ultimate standard of appraisal is provided by states of 

affairs or outcomes deemed to be intrinsically good or desirable on their own" (p. 458). 

The sort of conception of eudaimonia that the Stoics had in mind, however, 

(common again to ancient ethicists) was not of happiness as a sort of goal or outcome 

which can be won, but rather as an activity of the agent over a lifetime. For an ancient 

ethicist, one cannot truly judge that someone was happy until she has died. The good, 

Aristotle says, "Will be in a complete life. For one swallow does not make a spring, nor 

does one day; nor, similarly, does one day or a short time make us blessed and happy" 

(NE 1098a18-20). Like other ancient ethics, Stoicism is not what modern philosophers 

might call an end-state theory or ethics of outcome, although it appeals to the idea of an 
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ultimately valuable activity at a foundational level. A distinction needs to be made 

between, on the one hand, passively having the virtues and thereby attaining the outcome 

of happiness; and on the other hand, acting virtuously and living the life of happiness--in 

short flourishing, a more appropriate term, perhaps, because of its active verbal form. 

The Stoics make much of the active character of happiness and virtue, and are careful 

to distinguish between merely achieving eudaimonia (the noun) and, what they think is 

important, living the life of eudaimoneia (the verb). No one else can bring about your 

happiness, because it is not an outcome or a state of affairs; it is an activity which you 

must participate in yourself, and it is through virtue that one does this. Aristotle makes 

much of this distinction in the Ethics. Practical wisdom, he says, "must be concerned 

with action, not with production. For production has its end beyond it; but action does 

not, since its end is doing well itself" (NE 1140b6-8). Thus although Stoic and 

Aristotelian ethics are closely aligned with ·value theory virtue ethics because they 

provide a foundational role for the idea of something which is ultimately desirable, this 

'something' is not, as in the case of Watson's value theory virtue ethics, an outcome or 

product but rather an activity. 

In a very important sense the phrase "being over doing" applies not to ancient virtue 

ethics but rather to modern utilitarianism, for the basic concept in utilitarianism is that 

of good consequences or happiness or preference-satisfaction--being happy; whereas the 

basic concept in ancient ethics is that of flourishing or living well, which is (in the 

context of ancient ethics) a specifically active concept--it is doing (well) rather than 
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being. Utilitarianism goes on to ask, given that happiness is the result we want, how can 

we produce it? and in that move changes the focus to doing. Virtue ethics, on the other 

hand, goes from asking how we may f1ourish--live happily--to questions of virtue or 

excellence and thus to character, and thereby moves the focus to being. The "being vs. 

doing" dichotomy often applied to the virtue ethics controversy is seriously misguided 

(when extended to ancient ethics) in a way that has not hitherto been suggested, for it 

distracts us from noticing that the eudaimonistic conception of happiness, unlike the 

modern utilitarian one, is that of an active doing rather than a passive possessing. 

Aristotelian Ethics 

As we noted earlier, a value theory virtue ethics might take virtue as either the sole 

or the primary constituent of happiness. Stoic ethics takes the first option. This is a 

strikingly counter-intuitive position. 11 Is there a weaker, and presumably less counter-

intuitive, alternative for value theory virtue ethics which would take virtue as the primary 

but not sole constituent of flourishing? 

Aristotle's ethics is a prime candidate for a weaker version of value theory virtue 

ethics which would hold virtue as not the sole but merely the primary constituent of 

11 Although on closer examination it also does have intuitive pull as well as a certain 
theoretical tidiness. When baldly stated, Stoic ethics sounds tremendously implausible 
and counterintuitive. However, a deeper understanding of the view and what it entails 
reveals that the view is not radically different from Aristotle's fairly common-sense view, 
and it does seem to be more consistently developed. 
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flourishing. Aristotle held the more intuitive view that external goods are also necessary 

for happiness. 12 

Happiness evidently also needs external goods ... since we cannot, or cannot easily, 
do fine actions if we lack the resources. For first of all, in many actions we use 
friends, wealth, and political power just as we use instruments. Furthermore, 
deprivation of certain [externals]--e.g. good birth, good children, beauty--mars our 
blessedness; for we do not altogether have the character of happiness if we look 
utterly repulsive or are ill-born, solitary or childless, and have it even less, 
presumably, if our children or friends are totally bad, or were good but have died. 
(NE 1099a31-1099b5) 

The controversy over externals raged between the Aristotelians and the Stoics, and 

even Cicero was torn between the arguments on each side. But Aristotle, like the Stoics, 

offers an ethics which provides a foundational role for the idea of an ultimately valuable 

activity, that of happiness or flourishing; he shares the basic method and assumptions of 

the Stoics, merely filling in the full specification of happiness differently and allowing 

room in it for external goods. 

Although we've glimpsed the basic structure of Aristotelian ethics already in our 

initial look at the general form of ancient virtue ethics in discussing the Stoics, it would 

be helpful to examine it in more detail, since it provides so much inspiration for 

contemporary virtue ethicists. It differs from Stoicism, which it precedes, not only in 

its rather more robust and common-sense conception of happiness which allows that 

external goods are part of it, but also in a decreased emphasis on the role of the laws of 

nature and an increased emphasis on virtues as correctives to human weaknesses. The 

12However, he is by no means quite certain that this is the tack he really wants to 
take on the issue; he seems to be pulled in both directions. 



106 

Stoics picked up on the Aristotelian conception of the nature or form of a thing, and 

extended the role of the purported laws of nature in ethics. Moreover, they were more 

ready than Aristotle to flout common sense about what happiness and virtue are. 

As we have seen, Aristotle begins in Book I of the Ethics with the thesis that all 

human action is for the end of happiness, thinly specified. An understanding of human 

happiness requires an account of human nature. The human self or soul, Aristotle says, 

has two parts, the rational and the nonrational. The former is amenable to teaching, and 

the latter to habit. The virtues, correspondingly, can be divided into virtues of the 

intellect and virtues of character. It is the practical virtues, or virtues of character, 

which modern moral philosophy normally concerns itself with, and which we will 

examine. 

Aristotle cautions against demanding too much precision in ethics; ethics may be 

scientific, but it is not precise. Although theoretic, it is also practical, and it is the 

practical aspect that Aristotle (and perhaps many virtue ethicists and anti-theorists) is 

most interested, for otherwise it would be useless. 

The purpose of our examination is not to know what virtue is, but to become good, 
since otherwise the inquiry would be of no benefit to us. Hence we must examine 
the right way to act, since, as we have said, the actions also control the character 
of the states we acquire. First, then, actions should express correct reason .... But 
let us take it agreed in advance that every account of the actions we must do has to 
be stated in outline, not exactly. As we also said at the start, the type of accounts 
we demand should reflect the subject-matter; and questions about actions and 
expediency, like questions about health, have no fixed [and invariable answers]. 
And when our general account is so inexact, the account of particular cases is all the 
more inexact. For these fall under no craft or profession, and the agents themselves 
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must consider in each case what the opportune action is, as doctors and navigators 
do. (NE 1103b28-1104alO) 

These disclaimers about what sorts of answers ethics is capable of giving are reminiscent 

both of proponents of virtue and anti-theory, who argue that the disclaimers are 

appropriate, and opponents who complain that virtue ethics is unable to provide needed 

guides for action. We shall address these claims in Chapter Seven. For now, however, 

what is Aristotle's promised account, imprecise though it may be, of actions from virtue 

which express correct reason? 

Practical virtues are, Aristotle explains in Book II, stable dispositions J3 which are 

a mean between two extremes, the excess and deficiency of feeling and action. The 

excess and deficiency are defined relative to what is appropriate; there is nothing intrinsic 

about moderation per se which is sacred to Aristotle. The mean, unfortunately, is not 

easy to achieve: 

No doubt this is hard, especially in particular cases, since it is not easy to define the 
way we should be angry, with who, and about what, for how long .... [H]ow far and 
how much we must deviate to be blamed is not easy to define in an account; for 
nothing perceptible is easily defined, and since these circumstances of virtuous 
action are particulars, the judgment about them depends on perception. (NE 
l109b 14-24) 

13Hexeis proaretikai, or choiceful states. They are chosen because principled, even 
though acting upon these dispositions can become 'automatic' when the principles are 
understood and have been successfully internalized. You choose not to lie even though 
you don't have to think about it on any particular occasion. 
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After a discussion of moral responsibility in Book III and analyses of specific virtues 

and the ways in which they are a mean between two extremes14 in Books IV and V, 

Aristotle explains how the virtuous person sees what correct reason directs. A virtuous 

person understands what is appropriate for an area of human life, or in a particular 

situation, because she uses practical reason or phronesis. She has a sensitive grasp of 

the particular circumstances, as well as the not-easily-stated principles involved; she has 

learned the reasons behind the rules initially taught her as a child by her parents and 

society, which she gradually has internalized and integrated into her emotional self 

through long practice in doing what is right, or appropriate, even when her feelings pull 

her in another direction. The rules she initially learned and made herself follow (or was 

made by her parents or society to follow) are not the ultimate form or statement of 

morality; rather, it is the principles that explain and justify the rules which are 

fundamental and which she must grasp to succeed as a real moral agent. (Remember, 

one of the possible translations of eudaimonia is 'success' as well as 'happiness'.) These 

principles, unlike mere rules, are difficult--impossible--to simply state, but they begin, 

for Aristotle, from the point of view of the agent and her attempt to achieve a successful 

(happy, good) life; they take into account facts about human nature, particularly the areas 

in which we must act and are often weak; they make demands of our feelings as well as 

14For more on this, see the discussion of Martha Nussbaum's Aristotelian account of 
the content of the virtues in Chapter Five. 
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our actions1S; and as part of these characteristics they link the agent's happy life to 

having the virtues which give us the control over our actions (and, eventually, feelings) 

in the sorts of difficult areas of life that humans must often struggle with. Practical 

wisdom is, in short, "a state grasping the truth, involving reason, concerned with action 

about what is good or bad for a human being" (NE 1140b5). It concerns not just the 

agent but also the community at large. It is difficult to dissect, for it requires cleverness 

at achieving ends; understanding or perception of particulars; and logical deliberation 

enlightened by an awareness of the final end for humans. Virtue requires the right 

decision as well as control over our non-rational part which together make for the right 

action from the proper motivation. Unfortunately, Aristotle seems divided on the 

question of how best to finally characterize the virtuous life. In Book X he argues that 

it is the life of contemplation. In a more modern vein, he also seems drawn to the idea 

that it is an active life involving the full use of all the virtues. Fortunately, this is not 

a dispute which we must resolve here. 

In summary, Aristotle begins with the happiness (thinly construed) that we all seek, 

and tries to show that virtue, plus some external goods, constitutes and gives content to 

ISEven though we cannot exert much control over our feelings in any given instance, 
we can, over the long run and with practice doing what may not come easily, influence 
our character and the emotions that tend to arise on particular sorts of occasions. For 
example, I may realize that I am a jealous person but slowly and perhaps with great 
effort and discipline come to the point where I do not feel jealous when it's not 
appropriate. Or I may overcome, say, my desire to smoke. 
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that happiness. As Terry Irwin aptly explains, Aristotle attempts to resolve disputes 

about the content of happiness through three stages: 

1. Formal criteria for the highest good--completeness and self-sufficiency (l097b20-
21). 

2. A conception of happiness meeting these criteria--activity of the soul according 
to virtue in a complete life (1098aI6-18). 

3. A candidate for the happy Iife--the life according to the specific actions and states 
of character described in the EN. 16 

Aristotle argues that this is a reasonable methodology: 

This, then, is a sketch of the good; for, presumably, the outline must come first, to 
be filled in later. If the sketch is good, then anyone, it seems, can advance and 
articulate it...However, we must also remember our previous remarks, so that we 
do not look for the same degree of exactness in all areas, but the degree that fits the 
subject matter in each area and is proper to the investigation. (NE 1098a20-30) 

Aristotle offers a value theory virtue ethics (in a weak form); he begins with happiness 

as ultimately valuable, and only brings in considerations of human nature at later stages 

in the argument. 

16Terry Irwin, "Socrates the Epicurean?" p. 200, in Essays on the Philosophy of 
Socrates, ed. Hugh H. Benson. New York: Oxford University Press, 1992. Irwin 
argues that Socrates can be read as accepting an Epicurean account of happiness in which 
virtue has instrumental value and is sufficient for happiness, and which is adaptive--that 
is, if one cannot have what one wants, one merely revises what it is one wants (a sort 
of sour grapes conception of happiness). I very much disagree with this interpretation 
of Socrates, because I think that Irwin has smuggled in right from the beginning a sort 
of Epicurean or Humean instrumentalism which sees happiness as, in being complete, 
thereby being desire-satisfaction. Socrates would not accept this as part of a thin 
specification of happiness, and so would not accept Irwin's adaptiveness thesis, or so I 
would argue. 
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The thesis that Aristotle provides an exampie of a value theory virtue ethics is likely 

to meet with strong resistance. The ergon argument is most likely to be taken as firm 

evidence for the hypothesis that it was a human nature virtue ethics which Aristotle 

offered, and on which, perhaps, his theory falls. However, I think that this mistakes the 

role of the ergon argument in Aristotle's ethics. He does not begin with an account of 

human nature or of the function of humans; rather, he begins with the observation that 

there is something, namely happiness (thinly specified) toward which all human action 

is directed and which we all value; he begins, in short, with a theory of ultimate value. 

The remarks about human nature or function are meant to be explanatory of this human 

action for happiness which we are trying to understand and provide a full account of; it 

shows us where to look for happiness and human excellence. To understand human 

action and excellence, we must have some understanding of human nature. Interpreting 

Aristotle as a form of human nature virtue ethics leaves out the whole first half of Book 

I of the Ethics and has Aristotle holding that we understand virtue not as fundamentally 

constituting happiness (for on this reading that is not its important feature) but rather as 

fundamentally exemplifying human nature, apart from whatever that has to do with 

happiness. Rather than understanding virtue through happiness, and vice versa (since the 

thin specification we start with is later filled out), V2 has us understand virtue just 

through human nature. It leaves no room for Aristotle's ethics being a "morality of 

happiness. " 
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Aristotle's theory turns out to be naturalistic, because he thinks that giving an 

account of human nature is the best way to achieve an understanding of true happiness. 

It is not, like human nature virtue ethics, necessarily a naturalistic theory. Aristotle is 

open to competing conceptions of what happiness is, and one of those could well try to 

avoid an account of human nature. This is an important point if we'd like to update 

Aristotle but see problems in his particular account of human nature, or even in the mere 

fact that he appeals to any account of human nature. With human nature virtue ethics, 

there is no avoiding the naturalism, and no necessary concern for understanding what 

happiness amounts to, since happiness might not be a part of human nature. 

Emphasizing that it is the function rather than the nature (or characteristic activity) 

of humans which Aristotle describes tends, I think, to make his point seem obnoxiously 

Teleological (capital 't') in a way that it in fact isn't. Aristotle doesn't, contrary to what 

is, perhaps, the received opinion, think that there is some grand function to the universe 

and some grand function of humans in it. Aristotle is merely injecting a description of 

human nature (or human psychology) into his account of human happiness and virtue. 

Any such description is probably going to be difficult to justify, to be sure, but surely 

doing ethics without making some assumptions about human nature is going to be even 

more difficult. Indeed, Aristotle's assumption here is not so different from that of Kant, 

and is (we might hope) more realistic than the pessimistic assumptions that Hobbes 

makes. As W.T. Jones aptly explains, Aristotelian ethics is tied to psychology in several 

ways: 
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(1) Ethics grows out of the need of choosing among the multiple courses of behavior 
that the human soul perceives as options at any given time. (2) The good, whatever 
it is, is the goodfor man and therefore can be ascertained only by discovering what 
man is. (3) The study of psychology is valuable in pedagogy and especially in the 
learning of the good behavior and attitudes. 17 

Aristotle's metaphysics, with which he informs his ethics, does use the language of 

forms l8 and final causes. However, his ethical views can be stated in terms of 

assumptions about human nature and psychology which are probably not so unreasonable 

and arcane as classical language and traditional interpretations would have us believe. 

The other main complaint about Aristotelian ethics, and virtue theories like it, is that 

it is egoistic, concerned merely with "ethics" rather than "morality." While this might 

not enter the debate over whether Aristotle is a value theory or human nature virtue 

ethicist, it might purport to show that he is neither (being instead some egoistic-virtue 

hybrid, as indeed all virtue theories might be accused of being) or instead that value 

theory (or human nature) virtue ethics is itself egoistic in form. 

What if ancient ethics, at least some variety of it, were egoistic? What sort of shape 

would such a theory take? Obviously an egoistic virtue ethics would be no more 

structurally unique than utilitarian virtue ethics, a.k.a. character utilitarianism. 

Surprisingly, no one has labelled Aristotelian ethics as character egoism, at least not to 

my knowledge. Character egoism would be to standard act egoism as character 

I7W.T. Jones, The Classical Mind, second edition, p. 261. New York: Harcourt 
Brace Jovanovich, 1970. 

18By which he intends something rather different than Platonic forms, which are 
eternal universals. 
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utilitarianism is to act utilitarianism. 19 Character utilitarianism evaluates character traits 

as to how well they promote the general happiness, and character egoism would evaluate 

character traits as to how well they promote the agent's own happiness. In each case, 

the character traits are merely instrumental to and not constitutive of happiness. 

Could there be a sort of value theory virtue ethics which would be egoistic? In other 

words, suppose that someone argued that virtue is what con5titutes an agent's happiness, 

either entirely or primarily, and that in seeking one's own happiness one must thereby 

seek to be virtuous. (See Diagram 4.1.) Since virtue is happiness (on this account), 

acting virtuously must be acting self-interestedly for one's own happiness. 

The problem here is in maintaining the identity of happiness and virtue. Our 

intuitions, and the intuitions of the ancient Greeks as well, tell us that these things 

unfortunately do not form a unity, and any constitutive theory is going to have to be 

revisionary in one direction or the other. Either we take the route that most ancients 

actually followed, and revise the content of happiness considerably (supposing that it's 

part of the job of philosophy to tell us what happiness really is), or we take a more 

modern route and insist that we know what happiness is, and instead revise the content 

of virtue so that it's guaranteed to produce (since it must constitute) what we intuitively 

call happiness. The first road leads to the abandonment of egoism, the second to the 

abandonment of any robust sort of virtue theory with a full set of virtues. 

19Presumably, we could have rule egoism as well. 
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Ethics of Outcome 
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Diagram 4.1: Utilitarian, Egoistic and Value Theory Ethics of Outcome 
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Character Egoism: Evaluates character traits (virtues) in terms of the degree to which 
they promote the agent's happiness (or, hedonistically, pleasure). To make this theory 
robustly egoistic, a fairly common-sense understanding of "happiness" must be 
maintained. The virtues which are endorsed will thus be egoistic in scope, even if 
somewhat enlightened. (Somewhat surprisingly, as we see below, the Epicureans 
espouse a form of character egoism which claims, of course, to take virtue as 
instrumental to pleasure, but which revises our understanding of pleasure rather than of 
virtue. This kind of theory does not maintain a robust form of egoism, and it's unlikely 
that anything like this would be posited in the contemporary virtue literature.) 
"Happiness is pleasure (or desire-satisfaction, etc.), and the virtues which tend to 
produce this are to be cultivated." 

Value Theory Virtue Egoism: Shares with standard value theory virtue ethics the 
foundational assumption that virtue constitutes happiness, but accepts a common-sense 
egoistical understanding of happiness. Such a non-revisionary account of happiness limits 
the virtues that will be endorsed to ones which are fundamentally self-regarding (though 
perhaps in an enlightened sense). Benevolence or justice, for example, might have only 
limited roles, for in their robust sense they might demand self-sacrifice. The virtues are 
not merely instrumental to happiness, it must be remembered, on this account: they 
constitute it. But to maintain the identity of happiness and virtue as well as the common
sense notions of happiness, the understanding of virtue must be revisionary. "Happiness 
is prudence. " 

Value Theory Virtue Ethics (Standard): Holds that virtue constitutes happiness. In 
order to maintain the counter-intuitive identity of virtue and happiness, a revisionary 
account of happiness is offered. Happiness is, like virtue, thus other- as well as self
regarding in scope, according to this form of ethics. "Happiness is virtue. " 

Aristotle, who supports a form of standard value theory virtue ethics, is often accused 
of holding a form of value theory virtue egoism or of character egoism (though not, of 
course, by those labels.) The criticism is often also phrased in terms of 'ethics,' which 
is said to be concerned primarily with prudence, and 'morality,' which is altruistic and 
involves taking up the (non-age nt-centered) 'moral point of view. ' Contemporary virtue 
ethics is also often so characterized, even by proponents of virtue ethics. This represents 
a confusion between the agent-centered foundation of a theory and the scope of the 
virtues it endorses. 

Diagram 4.2: Value Theory Virtue Ethics and 
Egoistic Forms of Virtue Ethics 
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My favorite bumpersticker reads "Happiness is obeying God's law." The Stoics 

argued, as did Aristotle to a weaker degree, that "Happiness is virtue." An egoistic 

value theory virtue ethics says "Happiness is prudence." A proponent of such a view 

would do better to retreat to character egoism (where virtue is merely instrumental to 

happiness) or else abandon egoism entirely. For if one is not revisionary about the 

content of happiness, it's unlikely that mere prudence (plus any other self-regarding 

virtues) will suffice to constitute happiness (even primarily, much less solely); prudence 

plus lots of other things, like money, good health, and good fortune, will be required to 

satisfy our common-sense notions of what happiness is. It would be more plausible to 

argue that prudence is instrumental in achieving common-sense happiness, rather than 

constitutive of it. (See Diagram 4.2). Egoistic value theory virtue ethics is untenable; 

it's uncharitable (to say the least) to suggest that Aristotle held anything like it, and 

inaccurate to say that he was a character egoist, for this utterly ignores his revisionary 

arguments about happiness being constituted (primarily) by virtue, as well as the large 

extent to which his virtues are genuinely other-regarding. 

We need not here settle for all time the questions of whether Aristotle's ethics rests 

on an unfounded account of human nature, or whether it is egoistic; entire books may 

be, and have been, written on each of these questions. I have attempted to argue that 

Aristotle does not rely on an account of human nature at the most foundational level, as 

is commonly assumed. In Chapter Five we shall discuss what does happen when a 

theory makes human nature its foundations, as well as what role human nature must play 



118 

in a value theory virtue ethics, so even if I am wrong about Aristotle, the bases will be 

covered. I have also argued against the common view that Aristotelian ethics is egoistic. 

This is a charge that reappears agaiIlst contemporary virtue ethicists (and in fact some 

proponents of the theory themselves seem to agree with it). Once again, this is an 

accusation that will be reconsidered in Chapter Six, when we develop an account of the 

structure of contemporary virtue ethics, as well as briefly in our discussion of Epicurean 

ethics below. 

What about other ancient ethical theories; do they follow Aristotle and the Stoics, 

and precisely what form they do take? We shall concern ourselves only with Socrates, 

Plato, and the Epicureans, for these are the main alternatives. 20 

Socratic and Platonic Ethics 

Any discussion of Socratic or Platonic ethics is plagued by many complications. The 

first is in determining whether the views expressed through the mouth of Socrates in any 

given dialogue are those of Socrates, or those of Plato merely using the character 

Socrates as his mouthpiece. In some cases the answer is probably "Neither," since the 

arguments that the character Socrates gives are often apparently meant more for tripping 

up the interlocutor than for developing his (Socrates'? Plato's?) own views, and indeed 

his elenctic (cross-examination) method of argumentation has often been questioned for 

2°For discussions of other philosophers such as the Cynics (followers of Socrates who 
influenced Zeno's Stoicism), Cyrenaics and' later Stoics and Aristotelians, see for 
exampie Julia Annas' The Morality of Happiness. 
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its presumed inability to prove any positive theses. Moreover, when Socrates seems to 

contradict his own statements elsewhere, we are left wondering whether this is because 

he's merely trying to trip up the interlocutor, or whether instead one statement is the 

view of Socrates and the other the view of Plato, or whether both are the view of one 

person whose position has changed over time. Perhaps it is a simple matter of a 

comprehensive view whose contradictions are far from worked out. We don't even know 

in what order the dialogues were written, although there's some agreement over which 

dialogues are early, which middle, and which late. There is a further problem in 

attributing any moral theory to Socrates, because of his famous disavowal of knowledge, 

or Socratic wisdom. In the Meno, for example, Socrates says, "I do not know anything 

about virtue" (71 b3). Attributing any sort of definite moral theory, or even a set of 

views on morality, to someone who repeatedly claims ignorance in the matter is no easy 

task. 

Given these problems, any brief treatment of Socratic and Platonic ethics is bound 

to be contentious and to raise more questions than it answers. (This is part of why I've 

avoided analyzing them first even though, historically, they were the first and in fact 

influenced the others. The Stoics, in particular, seem to have been influenced via the 

Cynics by Socrates, and of course Aristotle criticizes Plato.) Nonetheless, I think it's 

important to take some stand on the structure of Socratic/Platonic ethics, and I will 

attempt to at least outline my views here. In doing so, however, I will be concentrating 

on the ethical views which are, if anything, probably historically more Socratic than 
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Platonic, and thus I will speak of 'Socratic ethics.' My reason for concentrating on the 

moral views of Socrates rather than Plato is that the views we can best attribute to 

Socrates are much more representative of contemporary virtue ethics; its supporters are 

not, for example, likely be impressed by mathematics as the paradigm of knowledge or 

to develop a theory of the good as a universal Platonic form. Moreover, the Republic 

is ethics done via political philosophy, and as such is ill-suited for our present purposes. 

What, then, are the basic features of Socratic ethics? Although even that is 

controversial, and Socratic ethics seems to evolve over a series of dialogues from which 

it must be pieced together (and of course it eventually evolves into Platonic ethics), I 

think Socratic ethics may be characterized as a search for expert moral knowledge, which 

is taken to be very similar to technical or craft knowledge. Socrates argues that virtue--

expert moral know\edge--is sufficient for happiness. 21 The moral expert, the ideal 

virtuous person Socrates searches for, must be able to give a AO"(OC; or account which has 

explanatory power; her knowledge must be teachable; it must be flexible and sensitive 

to circumstances; and it must range over an entire domain of knowledge. It is the 

fulfillment of these criteria which constitutes the moral expertise that he searches for. 

Socrates is careful to point out that he (unlike the Sophists) does not claim to be an 

expert in these matters; an account is required, which Socrates continually strives after 

but is unable to attain. He is looking for expert moral knowledge, and although he finds 

21Contrary to Aristotle, who criticized him for ignoring the non-rational, character 
aspect of virtue. See NE I 144b18-32. 
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moral expertise in no one, not even himself, he maintains that the quest is necessary for 

the good life. 

Like Aristotle and the Stoics, Socrates begins with the question "What is the good 

life?" He argues in the Euthydemus protreptic that happiness is what we all want, and 

that it must be an active thing. "The desire for happiness is universal, and we found that 

happiness stems from use--correct use--of things, and that correctness, in turn, and good 

luck, are products of knowledge," which Socrates equates with virtue. 22 Like the Stoics, 

who were influenced by him, he is revisionary about the actual content of happiness, and 

he argues that virtue is wholly sufficient for happiness. A good man, he says in the 

Apology, can only be harmed by being corrupted; in the Crito, he says that living well, 

living finely and living justly are the same thing; in the Gorgias he argues that the 

virtuous and just person acts finely and does well, and is thereby happy. 23 Socrates 

provides another example of a virtue ethics which takes virtue to be fully (and not merely 

primarily) constitutive of happiness. Certainly he does not spend a great deal of time 

arguing about human nature and its normativity. But how does his view differ from that 

of the Stoics, and how did it influence the views of the various ancient schools? 

22Euthydemus 282al-4. 

23He does sometimes include external goods in discussions of happiness, but I think 
that Socrates is better characterized, and better known for, his acceptance of the thesis 
that virtue is sufficient for happiness. For a fuller discussion of this, see Gregory 
Vlastos, "Happiness and Virtue in Socrates' Moral Theory" in Socrates: lronist and 
Moral Philosopher (Cornell University Press, 1991). Vlastos argues that Socrates takes 
virtue to be sufficient for happiness, but that despite this sufficiency external goods do 
add to happiness. 
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In the early dialogues, Socrates expects moral knowledge to follow the structure of 

technical knowledge found in masters of the lesser technai, because he sees knowledge 

(of the interesting variety) as a matter of expertise--of being able to give an account, of 

understanding the essence, of being flexible enough in one's knowledge to handle new 

siiuations, and so on. He attempted, in fighting the relativism and skepticism of the 

Sophists, to glean a consistent moral theory from the commonplace truths which 

Athenians would (more or less reluctantly) acknowledge.24 In this, I think Socrates 

bears some resemblance to Sidgwick--Socrates sifts through the moral intuitions of 

Athenians, looking for an expert who can provide a reliable, consistent account of moral 

terms after the fashion of technical experts, while Sidgwick sifts through the intuitions 

of Victorian England, searching for a consistent theory after the fashion of scientific 

theories. Both men searched for a rigorous account of moral truth of the type required 

by their changing societies. The Socrates of the early dialogues is an apprentice to the 

moral Techne, always looking for a reliable expert to teach him his craft--there were so 

many in the Athens of his time who professed to be just that--but never finding one, and 

never really expecting to, but certain that the quest was of the utmost importance to 

Athens and to the good life. 

24Th is is not to say that Socrates' moral theory was completely traditional; some of 
it was quite innovative. Its structure was, as we have seen, strongly shaped by his 
epistemology, and he sometimes tried to lead his interlocutors to surprising conclusions. 
But the basis for his arguments was always their common knowledge, and compared to 
the Sophists he did emphasize traditional moral ideas. 
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By way of contrast, the more Platonic Socrates of the Republic seems to have 

graduated from apprentice to teacher. The middle Plato's Socrates has abandoned the 

earlier theory of knowledge, and now he is willing to provide the account of moral 

knowledge that the more historical Socrates lacked. He now looks not to an expert but 

rather the Forms for knowledge, and he is willing to return for us to draw pictures of the 

just soul and the just state on the cave walls. By the time of the Theaetetus, however, 

Plato is unsure of his theory of knowledge, is wary of the Forms, and he renounces his 

position as teacher for that of midwife--he merely helps others to bring forth their own 

accounts and judge whether or not they are fit to keep. He is even willing to reconsider 

his previous theory of expert knowledge. 

Grube25 suggests 3 goals of the Socratic method: 1) demonstrate the ignorance of 

alleged experts, 2) show that each person is responsible for her own moral attitudes, and 

3) define ethical terms and seek the truth. Ifs easy to see how the elenchus promotes 

(1), particularly in a dialogue like the Euthyphro. Part of the way it seems to work 

towards (2) is to get people like Euthyphro to see that morality is a difficult matter, and 

not just a matter of following simple rules; it's not at all obvious that Euthyphro is right 

in prosecuting his father, although he seems (initially) to think that it's a paradigm case 

of acting piously. And the conclusion that we reach when Euthyphro begs off is not just 

that he is no expert on piety; it is that defining something like piety is truly a difficult 

25In the Introduction to The Trial and Death of Socrates. Indianapolis: Hackett, 
1975. 



124 

matter. Part of the point of the Socratic elenchus is to show us this; even Socrates, when 

among his own friends or when trying to help out failing interlocutors, cannot give the 

account of moral terms that he demands of others. 

The aporetic dialogues do support one positive conclusion: morality is a difficult 

matter on which a lifetime is not too long to spend. Socrates knows that morality is 

difficult and requires much contemplation; the idea is to get others who are more 

complacent to see that as well. He is, as he explains in the Apology, valuable to Athens 

as a sort of gadfly whose role is (to borrow a later phrase) to awaken them from their 

dogmatic slumbers. It becomes even more important to make people realize the complex 

nature of morality when individuals set themselves up as experts in moral matters and 

are hailed by the people as such. Plato's Socrates does indeed provide a valuable service 

to Athens, one that goes beyond taking a few pompous officials down a peg or two. 

But the real puzzle is to see how Socrates can legitimately draw any positive 

conclusions from a method based on exposing the contradictions of various interlocutors. 

Socrates very much differs from Sidgwick in the method that he uses to sift through the 

moral intuitions of the time, and unlike Sidgwick's method (which ultimately reveals 

happiness as the foundation of our intuitions), Socratic method does not seem to allow 

for any positive conclusions. We've seen that he believes that virtue is sufficient for 

happiness, but with the elenctic method it's hard to see how that belief could be justified 

through the use of the elenctic method. Paul Woodruff offers an explanation which is, 
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I think, consistent with my interpretation of Socrates' moral theory as a search for expert 

knowledge: 

But the elenchus finds that these resources [of the ordinary person's beliefs] are 
not so meagre as they had perhaps seemed. The same argument that unmasked 
the pretenders disclosed an impressive consensus on its moral premises .... [The] 
elenchus discovers beliefs the believer never knew he had, and evidently does 
the same for knowledge ... Socrates holds that, in the last analysis, you believe 
the consequences of whatever views you are left with after the elenchus has 
done its work. The elenchus thus exposes what you believe in the last analysis, 
and simply treats this sort of belief, without apology, as non-expert 
knowledge .... Discovery, not justification, is the positive legacy of the 
elenchus. 26 

Interestingly, I think that the elenctic method makes Socratic ethics coherentist. 

What we reach is a sort of reflective equilibrium regarding our common moral 

knowledge; it weeds out inconsistent beliefs, and leaves us (hopefully) with a surprising 

consensus about morality. If we see Socrates as merely searching for inconsistently 

separately in his conversation with each interlocutor, then it appears that the elenctic 

method merely brings us to the conclusion that the particular interlocutor is, in fact, 

inconsistent. However, if we see the conversations as part of an overall pattern which 

seeks to eradicate inconsistency from common Athenian moral beliefs, then the legacy 

of the elenchus seems more positive, particularly if we admit coherentism as a legitimate 

form of moral theory. On this interpretation, Socrates would want to argue that, once 

we eliminate the contradictions which are usually found in common moral thinking, we 

discover, for example, a consensus that virtue is sufficient for happiness. 

26PauI Woodruff, "Plato's Early Theory of Knowledge," p. 81. 
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Unfortunately, I think that this interpretation of Socratic method reveals a 

fundamental tension in Socraies' moral theory. On the one hand, his theory demands the 

precise, almost scientific27 account of an expert--if we are to use moral terms, we must 

have a solid grip on their meaning. Yet it is all but impossible for Socrates and his 

interlocutors to come up with such rigorous definitions of moral terms, and no expert is 

forthcoming. One wonders to what extent Socrates even expected to find such an expert, 

and if he had no such expectation (perhaps being content to expose the false experts), one 

wonders why the definitions he searched for had to meet the criteria for expert 

knowledge. 

On the other hand, however, Socrates' moral theory was based on common 

knowledge, and the result of his elenctic method was to discover the non-expert moral 

knowledge which, surprisingly, everyone can be shown to agree on at some level 

(perhaps reluctantly). The search for expert moral knowledge leads us to discover a 

surprising consensus on our own non-expert moral beliefs, and it is these with which we 

are left to guide our lives. 

The tension arises from the fact that we must apparently base our search for expert 

moral knowledge on common moral knowledge and content ourselves with agreement 

regarding our common moral knowledge. If Socrates' moral theory is based on and 

discovers merely common moral knowledge, then his demand for an expert account was 

271 say 'almost' because in Socrates time, mathematics was the paradigm of science, 
and it is Plato rather than Socrates who demands this sort of 'scientific' account. 
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unreasonable. If this is the nature of the knowledge available to us, then to structure the 

search by the demand for expert definitions was a mistake. And indeed Aristotle, in 

general happy with the introduction of scientific methodology and definition, comes to 

the realization that it is inappropriate in moral matters. Either the demand for rigorous 

scientific definitions must be abandoned, or else we must look to someplace besides 

common moral knowledge for the basis and end result of our moral theory. Although 

Plato abandons the theory of expert knowledge in the middle dialogues, he does take 

Socrates' moral theory in an elitist direction, away from common moral knowledge. 

Aristotle, on the other hand, sees the faults of the moral theory presented in the Republic 

and scraps the elitism and scientific requirement, and instead retains the basis in common 

moral knowledge. Socrates' moral theory, with its insistence on moral expertise and its 

reliance on and discovery of common moral knowledge, is pulled in two directions at 

once, and it is no surprise that Socrates spent his life searching for expert moral 

knowledge which he never found. Although his elenctic method did serve a useful 

purpose in the Athens of his time both by opposing the Sophists and teaching the people 

that moral philosophy is an important but difficult pursuit which is necessary for the good 

life, it was inevitable that the sort of knowledge the elenchus was capable of proving was 

not the sort of knowledge that Socrates thought was necessary for virtue. Perhaps the 

sort of knowledge Socrates was looking for was too rigorous and scientific, for despite 

never gaining the expertise he thought necessary, he was indeed a man of virtue. 
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Platonic ethics is most purely seen in the Republic, though one can watch it develop 

through the earlier dialogues. There he addresses the immoralist's challenge and argues 

that happiness requires (and is constituted by) virtue Uustice). In order to do this, like 

other ancient ethicists he develops his views on human nature. The human soul, he 

argues, consists of three parts, the appetites (or bodily desire), reason, and the spirit (or 

emotions). When these three parts live in harmony with reason ruling (as in the Platonic 

state), a human is just or virtuous and thereby happy, for each part is fulling its function. 

The absence of such harmony is a 'civil war' of the soul, and is scarcely a desirable state 

of mind. It would be better to be just, even though no one else realizes that you are, 

than to be unjust but protected by a ring of invisibility and able to do anything you 

desire. Particular humans are able to achieve harmony of the soul to varying extents, 

and their role in the ideal state reflects this fact. 

Like Socratic ethics, Platonic ethics is an example of value theory virtue ethics, for 

it takes its starting-point in the universal human quest for happiness, though like most 

virtue theories it is foundationalist. It gives a unique account of what virtue is, asserting 

that virtue is a harmony of the soul rather than Socrates' expert knowledge; knowledge 

of universal Platonic forms such as justice and the good requires a kind of knowledge 

much different from that of Socrates' expert technical knowledge. Platonic ethics is 

more elitist and authoritarian. Common knowledge of morality is not extensively mined 

and sifted for a consistent logos, and only those who are ruled by reason and have had 

long years of training in mathematics are capable of knowing the forms. Plato has given 
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up on Socrates' quest for the moral expert among people on the streets of Athens, and 

hopes for him instead as the Philosopher King of the ideal state. 

Epicurean Ethics 

The Epicureans were Hellenistic contemporaries of the Stoics; both Epicurus and the 

Stoic Zeno were young men at the time of Aristotle's death. The Epicureans took the 

final good to be pleasure, and unlike other ancient ethicists, they held an instrumentalist 

view. An instrumentalist view holds that virtue is instrumental to, but not constitutive 

of, happiness. Character utilitarianism would be an instrumentalist view, and is very 

close to Epicurean ethics. "One must honour the noble, and the virtues and things like 

that, if they produce pleasure. But if they do not, one must bid them goodbye" 

(Athenaeus Deipnosophists 12, 546 f (70 U, 22[4] A), quoting Cicero, I&G p. 50). "I 

summon you to constant pleasures, and not to virtues, which provide [only] empty, 

pointless, and disturbing expectations of awards" (Plutarch against Colotes, 1117a (116 

U, 42 A), I&G p. 50). 

The Epicureans are, I think, more obviously misunderstood than Aristotle. The term 

'Epicurean delights,' for example, is rather oxymoronic. The Epicureans recommended 

moderation in all things, and an appreciation of the simple pleasures as the best route to 

happiness. 'Pleasures,' in fact, may be a word with overly strong connotations for us, 

for the Epicureans held that the highest 'pleasure' is ataraxia, the complete absence of 

pain, a nothingness of feeling--a lack of frustrations. 'No pain, no gain' is not a cliche 
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that makes sense in Epicureanism, for a complete lack of pain is itself the ultimate gain. 

People misunderstand 

how serious, self-controlled, and stern our doctrine is, though it is commonly held 
to be hedonistic, slack, and soft. For ... we hold that the greatest pleasure is that 
which is perceived when all pain is removed .... [I]t is right to call the absence of all 
pain pleasure. (Cicero On Goals 1.37, I&G p. 45) 

It's easy to see, therefore, why an Epicurean would not fear death. If there is no 

positive pleasure that the Epicurean might miss out on, and if death itself is a 

nothingness, why cling to your days of life? "He who has least need of tomorrow will 

approach it with the greatest pleasure" (Plutarch On Peace of Mind 474c (490U). I&G 

p. 68). Extravagant non-essentials to fulfil "non-necessary desires" merely vary the 

pleasure in satiety, they do not add to it. The division between necessary and non-

necessary desires (as well as that between natural and non-natural desires) was meant to 

be based on psychological fact. Desires which are necessary, the Epicureans argued, 

must be satisfied, and those which are natural are fortunately easily satisfied. Unnatural 

and unnecessary desires must be denied and weeded out if one is to live the true life of 

pleasure. 

When Epicureans recommend pursuing happiness, they are far from being 

utilitarians, for there is no positive sensation, feeling, or state of affairs to maximize, 

unless it makes sense to say that you should maximize the zero state.28 It's difficult to 

28Even so-called negative utilitarians hold, not that pleasure is not a positive state, 
but rather that in our actions we should strive to minimize pain instead of to produce 
pleasure. 
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say whether it's the Stoics or the Epicureans who are most revisionary in their accounts 

of what happiness really is,29 and the two positions are not so radically different in the 

sort of life they advocate as one might initially expect. While most forms of 

instrumentalist virtue theory would presumably be rather revisionary about the virtues, 

Epicurus "insisted that the pleasurable life entails and is entailed by living prudently, 

honorably, and justly" (I&G p. 122). 

Of all this the beginning and the greatest good is phronesis. Therefore prudence is 
even more precious than philosophy, and it is the natural source of all the remaining 
virtues: it teaches the impossibility of living pleasantly without living prudently, 
honorably and justly .... For the virtues are naturally linked with living pleasurably, 
and living pleasurably is inseparable from them. (Epicurus Letter to Menoeceus 127-
32, I&G p. 114) 

Although like value theory virtue ethics it is a species of ethics of outcome, 

Epicurean ethics is an instrumentalist theory, specifically, it is a form of character 

egoism (of an enlightened hedonistic variety). Aristotle's ethics has sometimes been 

taken to be egoistic, but we can see how different the two theories are; if Aristotle 

provides an egoistic theory, it would have to be a non-instrumental type because it is so 

different from Epicureanism. You hardly find Aristotle suggesting that the virtues should 

be dumped if they don't produce happiness or pleasure, or saying that "I spit upon the 

honorable and upon those who admire it, when it does not produce any pleasure" (Letter 

29 Aristotle, ever anxious not to stray too far from common sense on any topic, is 
certainly the least revisionary. 
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to Menoeceus, Frag. 79)30. Epicurean ethics takes virtue as a reliable producer of 

pleasure, sufficient for, but not constitutive of it. Of course, virtue is not even a reliable 

(much less sufficient) producer of pleasure. or happiness to our intuitions, and the 

Epicureans wind up (along with proponents of the non-instrumental constituency thesis) 

giving a revisionary account of happiness as lack of frustration. Although the account 

of happiness may be unique, this is hardly a unique form of theory for contemporary 

virtue ethics to adopt. Still, in Chapters Six and Seven we will consider the possibility 

that contemporary virtue ethics is, like Epicurean ethics, an instrumentalist theory 

roughly along the lines of character egoism or utilitarianism. 

The Structure of Ancient Virtue Ethics: Some Conclusions 

Varieties of Value Theory Virtue Ethics 

Stoic, Aristotelian and Platonic ethics thus fit best under the description of a value 

theory virtue ethics. They vary structurally primarily in their position on whether virtue 

alone constitutes happiness, or whether instead external goods are also necessary. 

Socrates provides a coherentist view which is much like value theory virtue ethics, and 

which holds that virtue is sufficient for happiness. However, as I said before, 

contemporary virtue ethics is foundationalist, and we certainly don't see contemporary 

defenders of the theory utilizing the elenctic method, or anything like it. Epicureanism 

30In Epicurus: The Extant Remains, trans. C. Bailey. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1926, p. 134. 
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provides an instrumentalist view, and none of these major ancient theories is best 

described as human nature virtue ethics. At the conclusion of our discussion of 

Aristotelian ethics, it was suggested that a virtue theory might share with other theories 

the characteristic of being an ethics of outcome and yet be structurally unique. Let's 

now consider how this might be possible, and whether this is the case with ancient ethics. 

Ancient virtue ethics are broadly teleological; they are ethics of outcome in the wide 

sense, or ethics of ultimate value. They are not ethics of outcome in the narrow since 

which considers happiness as an outcome or product, because they are instead activity

oriented. They may, then, be strong or weak active value theory virtue ethics (SVIA 

or WVIA), depending on whether they take virtue to be completely or primarily 

sufficient for happiness, respectively. 

From ancient ethics we can infer the outlines of strong and weak value theory virtue 

ethics which would (unlike the historical theories) be ethics of outcome (outcomeJ in a 

strict, narrow sense--narrow in that it intends the happiness which results to be a sort of 

outcome or product, and not an activity. This is, thus, a specific form of moral theory, 

and not a broad class of moral theories, as Watson uses the term "ethics of outcome" 

(outcomew) which would be roughly equivalent to teleology. The theory would be strong 

or weak in requiring happiness to be the sole (if strong), or merely primary (if weak) 

constituent of happiness. 

The strong version of an ethics of outcomen (which we can abbreviate as SVIOn, for 

strong VI [value theory] virtue ethics of outcomeJ would say that happiness, which 
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virtue is constitutive of, is ultimately valuable. Thus in being virtuous we will be happy, 

and we need not be threatened by the loss of external or bodily 'goods.' Furthermore, 

we will presumably be happier to the extent that we are more virtuous, and we would 

want to strive to be as virtuous as possible, even if that means considerable sacrifices in 

external things. This is because in an ethics of outcomen> strictly construed as an ethics 

which works toward a product which we might have more or less of and attempt to 

maximize, happiness is understood as this sort of product. If we want more happiness, 

we should be more virtuous (since virtue is constitutive of happiness). Sacrifices in 

external goods may be unpleasant (as on the Stoic model), but they cannot be put on a 

par with the virtue which is constitutive of happiness, the sole intrinsic good; it is a 

misunderstanding of its value to suggest that we should give it up for any quantity of 

merely 'pleasant' external things. "No [morally] good thing is preferred since they 

possess the greatest value. But the preferred, since it has the second place and value, 

is in some way adjacent to the nature of the goods. For in the court the King is not in 

the rank of the preferred, but they are preferred who rank after him" (Stobaeus 2.84.18-

85.11 (svf 3.128), L&S p. 355). Thus, as Watson says, this ethics of outcomen finds 

difficulty in permitting the addition of any constraints on pursuing the intrinsically good 

outcome (p. 460). 

The weak version of value theory virtue ethics as an ethics of outcomen (WVI0J, 

on the other hand, would take virtue as the primary but not sole constituent of happiness, 

and would (on the Aristotelian model) permit the introduction of external or bodily goods 
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as necessary to happiness. Unfortunately, it is far from clear how we are to get from 

virtue as primary to the external goods, whatever they may be and however they might 

be connected to virtue. Nonetheless, WVI0n would enjoin us to be as virtuous as 

possible (since virtue is partly constitutive of happiness) and to furthermore maximize the 

external goods which also figure into happiness. Again, it is difficult to build constraints 

into such a theory. It is also difficult to see how we might balance and trade off the 

virtue and non-virtue constituents of happiness. 

The problem with value theory virtue ethics (and with other ethics of outcomew) 

seems to be that it rests on its theory of value--of happiness or flourishing or good 

consequences as ultimately valuable. "[S]o long as the theory relies upon a primitive 

idea of the intrinsically or ultimately valuable outcome, the conception of value remains 

ungrounded" (Watson, p. 461). The consequentialist will argue that we just do take 

happiness or the production of good consequences as the one intrinsically, ultimately (and 

never instrumentally) valuable thing, and that this is manifest in all our actions. 

Similarly, ancient virtue ethicists argue that the end of all our actions is happiness, thinly 

construed. Ancient ethics and utilitarianism both rely on the 'observation' that happiness 

is the end of all our actions, but (1) interpret happiness differently--utilitarians in terms 

of some product or outcome like pleasure or preference-satisfaction, and ancient ethics 

in terms of flourishing, which is an activity over a lifetime, and (2) proceed differently 

from their observation, utilitarians to evaluation of our actions in terms of (their 

understanding of) happiness; and eudaimonists to an examination of the point of our 
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actions (for the end of happiness) from the agent's point of view--to, that is, the virtues 

and the kind of people we are and ought to be.31 

Even Kant starts from a basic assumption about what is of intrinsic value; he argues 

that it is the good will, and that this is (contrary, he says, to the ancients) self-evident 

to anyone who thinks carefully about it.32 If virtue ethics begins with the notion of 

something (an activity) which is intuitively of intrinsic value, it is certainly in good 

company, although one might worry that all the company gives good reason to think that 

none of the assertions about what has intuitive intrinsic value is so intuitive as proponents 

of each view would have us think. 

If I am right in arguing that ancient ethics are historically theories which share the 

scheme of value Watson ascribes to ethics of outcomew (according to which the ultimate 

standard of appraisal is provided by an outcome or activity which is ultimately good or 

desirable on its own (Watson, p. 458», several things follow. First of all, we had better 

find another name for that kind of theory, since for the eudaimonists flourishing can't 

31See Julia Annas, The Morality of Happiness, Part I Chapter 5, for the discussion 
of this second difference between ancient and modern (utilitarian and deontoJogicaJ) 
ethics. 

32Ironically, this is a very Stoic idea. Not only do the Stoics make the same 
argument that anything else might be used well or poorly and thus could not be the final 
good, they think that virtue (which for them is ultimately unitary) consists in the moral 
motivation, and that nothing else (such as actually bringing about a good state of affairs 
from acting out of the moral motive) is of value; moral value is the only true value. The 
Stoics are also the ancient school that comes closest to endorsing a modern notion of 
acting from duty. Cicero takes the idea a step further toward Kant and argues that it is 
the requirements of reason, and not happiness, which ultimately explains why we must 
act from a moral motive. (source ... ) 
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really be called an outcome. I shall use 'ethics of ultimate value.' Secondly, Watson 

is wrong in thinking that Aristotle provides a form of human nature virtue ethics which 

does not appeal to a scheme of intrinsic, ultimate value at a foundational level. When 

we turn to human nature virtue ethics, we shall have to look elsewhere for an example, 

or else flesh out an understanding of it on our own. 

Furthermore, there is at least one thing worthy of note which does not follow from 

my account of ancient ethics. It does not follow from the fact that they are 'ethics of 

ultimate value' that their theories are otherwise structurally similar to utilitarianism, 

character utilitarianism, Kantian ethics, and so on. There are other ways in which their 

theories could have a radically different structure from modern ones. Indeed, regardless 

of whether the ancient eudaimonists are species of value theory virtue ethics or human 

nature virtue ethics, there are other ways in which their kind of theory might diverge 

from contemporary virtue ethics (again, regardless of whether contemporary virtue ethics 

is a species of value theory virtue ethics or human nature virtue ethics). 

But before we discuss this, isn't it just possible that I have misinterpreted ancient 

ethics--that they really are species of human nature virtue ethics, and thereby 'true' ethics 

of virtue, in a structurally unique sense? I don't think so. The foundational idea of 

human nature virtue ethics is that 

(V2) Virtues are (a subset of the) human excellences, that is, those traits that enable 
one to live a characteristically human life, or to live in accordance with one's nature 
as a human being. (Watson, p. 455) 
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Ancient virtue ethicists would certainly not disagree with this statement as such. The 

question is what role it plays in their theories; at what level it comes in. Is there, for 

them, a foundational role for the idea that flourishing or happiness just is ultimately 

valuable (as I have argued)? Is this the basis of their theory, and is the theory of virtue 

offered by human nature virtue ethics merely a further specification of what human 

excellence is? Or, on the other hand, does ancient virtue ethics instead give the 

foundational role simply to the characteristically human life, apart from its value? 

In my interpretation, eudaimonism 's theory of virtue would look something like the 

following: 

1. Happiness, thinly specified, is what all humans act for. (This is, to ancient 
ethicists, trivially true.) It is formally defined as the final and complete (as well as 
self-sufficient) end of all human action, and as such is an activity. The content of 
happiness must meet these formal constraints. 

2. The conception of happiness which meets these criteria is activity of the soul 
according to reason, because we are ratiocinative creatures, and our happiness 
cannot be divorced from our ratiocination. Human excellence (virtue) is excellence 
in this sort of activity, and this excellence constitutes (primarily if not solely) 
happiness for humans. 

3. Happiness (or flourishing) requires and is (at least partially) constituted by 
possessing and exemplifying certain traits or dispositions, T, which are the human 
excellences in various realms of human activity. 

4. Acting in way W is in accordance with T (or exemplifies or is contrary to 7). 

5. Therefore, W is right (good or wrong). 

According to this theory of virtue (VIA), it's living the life of happiness or 

flourishing which has ultimate value, rather than living a characteristically human life, 

------------------- --~--
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as one might think a value theory virtue ethics would hold (would living a 

characteristically tiger life also have value?). Human happiness is simply ultimately 

desirable (to the virtuous and the non-virtuous), and it is up to each theory to explain to 

us what that happiness consists in; it's not merely that human happiness is desirable from 

the standpoint of virtue (Watson, p. 459), and it's not the interests of those who are 

characteristically human (virtuous) that give us an understanding of the value of 

flourishing. It turns out that the happiness we ultimately desire is activity in accordance 

with characteristically human excellence or virtue, which is to be understood in terms of 

reason or rationality; and thus virtue is found to be (at least partially) constitutive of 

happiness. Although virtuous activity gives us a fuller specification of flourishing, it 

does not ground its value, for its value is taken to be self-evident; who among U3 does 

not have happiness as the final end of all her actions? The interpretation of 

Aristotelianism (and Stoicism, along with most ancient ethics) as a form of human nature 

virtue ethics does not do justice to the sense in which Aristotle's theory is eudaimonistic, 

is a theory of happiness.33 
34 Watson's characterization of human nature virtue ethics's 

theory of virtue, rudimentary though it may be, does not even mention happiness or 

33 And, in being a theory of happiness, is also a theory of virtue, for it is virtue which 
(partially) constitutes happiness. 

341 find it curious that Watson does evidently take Socrates to offer a VI if he thinks 
Aristotle does not (p. 457). Evidently he is impressed with Aristotle's account of human 
nature but not with Socrates' account of virtue as sufficient for happiness. However, 
they both accepted the basic outline of ancient ethics, which 1 have argued is better 
understood as a form of VI (although not accurately described as an 'ethics of outcome'). 
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flourishing, and as such does not represent an Aristotelian ethics of virtue, although it 

may well represent a modern one (for example, Anscombe's virtue ethics). 

But don't the Stoics argue that we all begin, not with a desire for happiness, but 

rather with a desire for what is natural (or 'by nature')? Nature, for them, is both 

human nature as well as more general natural law; don't they really begin with the idea 

of human nature, and use this as the criterion of all value? For example, Cicero explains 

Some philosophers think that our first impulse is to pleasure and that our first 
avoidance is of pain. Others think that freedom from pain is what we first 
welcome .... Others again take their start from the things which they call primary 
according to nature--a class in which they include the integrity and preservation of 
all of our parts, health, sound sense organs, freedom from pain, strength, good 
looks, and other things of this kind; similar to these are the primary natural things 
in the soul, which are as it were the sparks and seed of the virtues .... But that doing 
everything in order to acquire the primary natural things, even if we do not succeed, 
is honorable and the only thing worth choosing and the only good thing--that is what 
the Stoics say. (Cicero On Goals 5.18-20, I&G pp. 147-48) 

In addition, he explains that, according to the Stoics, 

What has value ... is that which is either itself in accordance with nature or 
productive of it, so that it is worthy of selection because it has a certain 'weight' 
which is worth valuing (and this [value] they call axia) .... The starting point being, 
then, so constituted that what is natural is to be taken for its own sake ... the first 
appropriate action (for that is what I call kathekon) is that it should preserve itself 
in its natural constitution; and then that it should retain what is according to nature 
and reject what is contrary to nature. (Cicero On Goals 3.20, I&G pp. 148-49) 

These remarks are indeed suggestive of a view that takes nature (perhaps a bit wider than 

'human nature,' a difference we shall ignore for now) to provide the criterion and ground 

of all value; no ultimate value such as happiness, then, would be the foundation of ethics, 

for nature would play the foundational role. Happiness would instead be derived wholly 
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from nature. Living the life according to nature requires the virtues, which are human 

excellences and to that extent render their possessors good human beings as well as 

happy. The ultimate good is defined not as what we all seek, but as what is in 

agreement with nature. Flourishing is not intrinsically good; and the virtue that produces 

it is the good of and for a kind. Insofar as we are good humans, we'll care about virtue 

and flourishing; but the foundational hypothesis (on this view) is not that we all do take 

happiness as our ultimate value, since value is understood only in terms of nature. 

Perhaps this gives us a clearer picture of what a real human nature virtue ethics 

would actually look like, but it is not the best characterization of Stoic ethics. Just like 

Aristotle, the Stoics are attempting to provide a specification of what happiness is; the 

thing which we give that name, they argue, is really activity in accordance with nature. 

Once again, "being happy is the end, for the sake of which everything is done, but which 

is not itself done for the sake of anything. This consists in living in accordance with 

virtue, in living in agreement, or, what is the same, in living in accordance with nature" 

(Stobaeus 2.77, 16-27, in Long and Sedley35, p. 394). Because the Stoic emphasis on 

nature is so great, and because nature, happiness, and virtue are so intimately linked, it 

is easy to get the impression (more so than even in Aristotelian ethics) that nature is the 

foundational concept in their theory. Nature plays a very prominent role since it 

provides the explanation for what virtue and happiness are, but that role is not a 

35A.A. Long and D.N. Sedley, The Hellenistic Philosophers Vol. 1. New York: 
Cambridge University Press, 1987. Hereafter referred to as L&S. 
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foundational one. The foundation of Stoic ethics is quite simply human action for some 

ultimate end which we all call happiness. 

To conclude our discussion of ancient ethics as types of value theory virtue ethics, 

it would be good to make a distinction between several possible 'ethics of ultimate value' 

which could be roughly characterized as virtue ethics. In doing so, we will retain 

Watson's idea of an ethics of outcome as a ~ of ethics of ultimate value which 

considers the ultimate value to be a kind of product or outcome as opposed to an activity; 

as an ethics of outcomen• 

First of all, an ethics of virtue might take the form of an ancient ethics which takes 

happiness as an ultimate value and virtue as (at least partially) constitutive of happiness, 

but considers happiness to be an active notion. This would yield SVIA and WVIA. (See 

Diagram 4.3.) Here the central role of virtue as happiness justifies calling them ethics 

of virtue as well as ethics of happiness (but not ethics of outcomeJ. 

Secondly, one might have Watson's value theory virtue ethics, which is very close 

to Stoicism or Aristotelianism but conceives happiness in a modern way as a sort of 

product or outcome rather than an activity (and which still sees virtue as constitutive of 

happiness). This yields SVI0n and WVI0n, which again deserve the appellation 'ethics 

of virtue' or 'ethics of happiness' because of the central role of virtue as happiness, but 

also deserve the name 'ethics of outcomen.' 
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Thirdly, one might have a theory which takes not happiness or flourishing but rather 

virtue or perfection of character itself to be of ultimate value; we haven't looked at such 

a theory, but it would probably be a kind of value theory virtue ethics and would be 

justified in calling itself an ethics of virtue, though not an ethics of happiness. (The 

perfection of character version of it might be what some people have in mind when they 

use the term 'perfectionism. ') Its status as an ethics of outcomen would depend on its 

conception of virtue as an outcome or as an activity. 

Finally, one might have character utilitarianism or character egoism, where 

happiness is taken to be the ultimate value but where virtue is not constitutive of 

happiness; this theory may deserve to be called an ethics of character, but may only be 

called an ethics of virtue in that the traits of character by which actions are judged are 

virtues. In modern guise it's probably an ethics of outcomen, although this would depend 

on its conception of happiness. 

All of these theories listed are, in some sense, species of ethics of virtue, but they 

all belong in a class which Watson calls ethics of outcome (outcomew) and which we have 

called ethics of ultimate value. Although I have argued that ancient Aristotelian and 

Stoic ethics of virtue belong in one branch of this class, we have not as of yet discussed 

whether contemporary virtue ethics lies with its ancestors; this is our task in the next two 

chapters. The ethics of virtue discussed above, however, do not belong in a category 

distinct from ethics of ultimate value which could be called Ethics of Virtue (in caps) 

because they do not seem to offer a unique foundation for virtue ethics. Yet even though 
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Aristotelian and Stoic ethics give happiness (and thereby virtue) pride of place, they 

might structurally diverge from other ethics of ultimate value (such as VIOn or character 

utilitarianism) in the way that other moral concepts are connected to the concepts of 

happiness and virtue. We'll pursue this possibility next. 

Hierarchy. Reductionism. and Completeness 

How do the distinctions made in Chapter One about the different structures a moral 

theory might have bear on the analysis of virtue ethics that has been given thus far? 

Ethical theory, Annas correctly says, is often assumed to be both hierarchical and 

complete, and she cites Louden's attribution of contemporary virtue ethics as mononomic 

and reductionist as an example. If this assumption is correct, she says, 

then virtue ethics will differ from other kinds of theory simply in its choice of virtue 
and character as basic elements in the theory. It will share with other theories the 
ambition to explain and justify its derived elements in terms of its basic ones, and 
to account for everything that an ethical theory should account for in terms only of 
the basic notions, and of others only insofar as they are derived from the basic 
notion. 

But as a claim about all modern virtue ethics, this is not true. A great deal of 
recent work which centres on virtue has tended to query the demand for hierarchy 
and completeness .... 

Ancient virtue theories, at any rate, do not aspire to be hierarchical and 
complete. In them, the notions of an agent's final end, of happiness and of the 
virtues are ... [ what] we start from; they set up the framework of the theory, and we 
introduce and understand the other notions in terms of them. They are thus primary 
for understanding; they establish what the theory is a theory of, and define the place 
to be given to other ethical notions, such as right action. However, they are not 
basic in the modern sense: other concepts are not derived from them, still less 
reduced to them. 36 

36Annas, op. cit., p. 9. 
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For example, although ancient virtue is a disposition to do the morally right thing, the 

right thing to do isn't defined or justified in terms of (or reduced to) the disposition to 

do what will produce or sustain the virtue; rather, the morally right thing to do must be 

understood in its own right. 37 

Ancient ethics is non-hierarchical. Its foundational element is happiness. Virtue is 

identified with happiness, which it wholly or mostly constitutes, and it is thus a form of 

virtue ethics--the concepts of virtue and happiness dominate the theory and provide its 

starting point--despite being an ethics of ultimate value, and thus of teleology, and is a 

morality of happiness, as the title of Annas' book indicates. When we attempted an 

initial specification of an Aristotelian theory of virtue as a form of value theory virtue 

ethics we did not go on to further discuss hierarchy and completeness, but it is apparent 

that ancient virtue ethics differs from traditional modern moral theories in lacking this 

form. The understanding of happiness and virtue in ancient ethics relies on other ethical 

concepts, and on a conception of human nature; it is not complete, and all ethical 

concepts are not understood completely in terms of it, much less reduced to it. 

Has Watson made Louden's mistake of assuming that all moral theory is hierarchical 

and complete? An ethics of virtue, he says, is a claim that the concept of virtue is in 

some way theoretically dominant. So far, so good. But according to him, virtue ethics' 

claim of explanatory primacy holds that how it's best or right or proper to conduct 

oneself is explained in terms of the virtue which is constitutive of happiness (or, in the 

37Ibid., p. 9. 
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case of human nature virtue ethics, explained in terms of the characteristically human 

life); good conduct is that which displays a human virtue or excellence, and so on (p. 

452). 

Watson is indeed in trouble here, and he puts virtue ethics in a position between 

Scylla and Charybdis. As Annas explains, 

When it comes to right actions ... an ethical theory in which virtue is the basic notion 
appears to be at a disadvantage. Either right action is determined in a way 
derivative from virtuous agency, which leads to circularity, or in an independent 
way, which trivializes the role of the allegedly basic ethical notion. We can see, 
however, that the problem in this form comes from the assumption that an ethical 
theory must have a structure which is hierarchical and complete. Thus, if character 
and virtue are the basic notions, we must be able to account for the standard of right 
action in terms of virtuous character, and of other notions only insofar as derived 
from them. The only alternative is seen as the total independence from virtue of the 
standard of right action, which leaves the theory incapable of explaining it, and so 
rendered trivial. 38 

Ancient virtue ethics avoids the problem because it is neither hierarchical nor complete. 

Nor should we assume (as have Watson and Louden) that contemporary virtue ethics has 

these features. 

Good or right conduct, for an ancient eudaimonist, is that which is in accordance 

with human virtue or excellence, virtue being constitutive of happiness. But virtue--

human excellence--is to be understood in terms of the characteristic human activity of 

reasoning, and thus we must understand what action in accordance with reason, and 

particularly right reason, is. The ancient theories each attempt to give an account of this 

which is neither derived from, understood through, nor limited to (virtue as constitutive 

380p. cit., p. 111. 

~~~-- .. -------
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of) happiness. Aristotle, for example, argues that action in accordance with right reason 

is action which is a mean between two extremes, and that the virtues correct the extremes 

we are vulnerable to. 

Happiness and virtue play the basic role in these theories, and their claims of 

explanatory primacy as well as their theories of virtue (should) reflect this and find room 

for non-derivative moral concepts--perhaps, as Hursthouse suggests, concepts such as The 

Good and The Worthwhile. She claims that virtue ethics 

relies, non-reductively, on the concept of the Good .... For built into the theory is the 
claim that part of the virtuous person's practical wisdom is her knowlc.:!ge, her 
correct appreciation, of what is truly good and indeed, of what is truly pleasant, 
truly advantageous, truly worthwhile, truly important, truly serious ... ("Applying 
Virtue Ethics," p. 10) 

In beginning with a thin conception of happiness and then attempting to later return 

to fill in the conception of happiness once they have an understanding of human 

excellence and of right reason, ancient ethics of virtue (at least) do not conceive of ethics 

as a hierarchical one-way street, and permit the use of concepts outside the theory itself. 

To conclude our discussion of ancient virtue ethics, we might well wonder whether 

contemporary virtue ethics rests with its ancestors as a form of ethics of ultimate value. 

We have seen that the ancient theories take happiness as the starting point of moral 

theory rather than the idea of a characteristically human life, although they do rely on 

the idea of such a life at points. Moreover, we have seen that even if virtue ethics--

modern or ancient--is a form of ethics of ultimate value (or outcomew), it may still 

diverge rather radically in form from any kind of utilitarianism or deontology. Indeed, 



149 

utilitarianism (including character utilitarianism) and deontology are hierarchical, 

complete theories whereas ancient virtue ethics decidedly is not. Thus even in being 

classed as an ethics of outcomew there is room for virtue ethics to be structurally unique, 

and Watson misses this point. Hursthouse realizes that virtue ethics need not be 

complete, but still casts it in light of traditional notions of the nature of moral ity, making 

it structurally parallel to the traditional theories. Annas realizes that there is a desire to 

avoid hierarchy and completeness in contemporary virtue ethics. But which sort of virtue 

theory or theories best characterize contemporary virtue ethics, and which sort should 

the contemporary movement develop? If we do adopt a non-hierarchical theory, what 

would it look like, and how would it avoid circularity? We shall address these questions 

and more in the following chapters. 
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The foundation of contemporary virtue ethics might be happiness or human nature, 

as we have seen in the last two chapters. Even if it mostly follows in the footsteps of 

ancient virtue ethics, many options are available. It might take virtue as either partially 

(as with Aristotle) or wholly (as with the Stoics) constitutive of happiness, and might 

understand happiness either actively or else in a more modern vein as a sort of outcome 

or end state. Alternatively, it might take virtue as merely instrumental to happiness (as 

with the Epicureans). Its scope might be egoist (again, with the Epicureans) or, more 

commonly" universalist. 

This group of possible structures for virtue ethics is teleological in the sense that 

each posits some good or goal (teios) which is assumed to be of ultimate value, and 

which is to be achieved. Contemporary virtue ethics might instead be a form of human 

nature virtue ethics, which begins with the notion of the good of and for a particular 

kind, namely, humans. Such a theory is teleological in a strong, metaphysical sense, and 

would be a very different form of teleological theory, even apart from other details of 

its structure (hierarchy, completeness, etc.). Several proponents of contemporary virtue 

ethics seem to have this sort of theory in mind, although we have not yet seen a well

developed example of such a theory. 
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Finally, contemporary virtue ethics might take some other, as of yet unexplored 

form. It might, for example, begin not with flourishing or the good of and for humans, 

but rather with virtue or moral perfection itself. In this chapter, we'll explore human 

nature virtue ethics, as well as one form of perfectionism which combines human nature 

and value theory. We'll examine several different possible sources of an account of 

human nature, and discuss whether Thomistic ethics is a form of human nature virtue 

ethics. We'll then discuss the contemporary literature as endorsing a form of human 

nature virtue ethics, and examine the theory in more detail. 

Human Nature 

Watson suggests that human nature virtue ethics is the proper form for contemporary 

virtue ethics, despite possible problems about the normativity of a characteristically 

human life and about moral motivation. We saw in Chapter Four that ancient virtue 

ethics is actually a form of value theory virtue ethics, but before we evaluate 

contemporary virtue ethics as such a theory, let's examine Watson's hypothesis that it 

should be developed along the lines of a human nature virtue ethics. What is needed for 

a fuller understanding of this type of moral theory is an extended discussion of how it 

might be worked out--how we could get the virtues from the idea of such a life, and how 

such a naturalistic theory could be properly normative. Thus, let's take a closer look at 

human nature virtue ethics. 
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I think such a theory might be developed in any of four ways: as part of a revealed 

religion, with an understanding of human nature given by God; socio-biologically, with 

an understanding of human nature revealed by science; via moral psychology, as 

Anscombe suggests; or via intuition. The first alternative, which might constitute a 

plausible historical form of human nature virtue ethics, could be a theory similar to that 

developed by Thomas under the combined influence of Aristotle and Christianity. The 

second and third alternatives, which one might attempt to combine, have recently been 

pursued to some degree, but with indeterminate results. The fourth alternative might be 

combined with any of the others; Thomas, I think, relies heavily on intuition for his 

understanding of human nature. However, intuition alone is unlikely to provide an 

adequately developed account of human nature for contemporary virtue ethics. We shall 

return to sociobiology and moral psychology later; for now let us look at Thomas's virtue 

ethics, for in it we may find a possible historical precedent for a contemporary human 

nature virtue ethics. 

Human Nature Revealed 

If revealed religion provided a determinate account of human nature, we would be 

in a good position to develop a human nature virtue ethics. Such an account might be 

given by divine revelation, or it might be drawn out as a set of implications from the 

nature of God and our place in His plan. Certainly religious beliefs have effected the 

virtues which a given religious society thinks are important, as well as the content given 
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to the virtues; humility, for example, often takes a much more prominent place in 

religious ethics than it does in Aristotelian (or, say, Humean) ethics. Beliefs about 

human nature derived from religion, such as the belief that we are all basically sinners, 

may also have serious implications for ethics. But beyond simply having implications 

for ethics, religion--specificallya religious account of human nature--might provide the 

grounding for ethics. It's important to see, however, that one might take this theistic 

grounding in different directions besides virtue ethics. One might, for example, adopt 

a simple divine command theory, or a deontological theory, either of which could avoid 

giving virtue ethics a starring role. Such forms of ethics would not lean so heavily on 

a revealed account of human nature. The sort of theory we are interested does rely at 

the most foundational level on an account of human nature, so it is only a religion which 

is rife with statements about or implications for human nature which could prove to be 

a resource for the virtue ethicist interested in developing a form of human nature virtue 

ethics. I Is there an historical precedent for such a theory? 

St. Thomas Aquinas was deeply influenced both by Aristotle and Christianity, which 

he attempted to reconcile to one another. Although Thomas is most frequently 

lIt seems possible that a value theory virtue ethics might also lean in a theistic or 
non-theistic direction. The existence of God, and the truth of a certain set of religious 
claims, might well have implications for what sort of final, fleshed-out account of virtue 
as constituting happiness may be given. In examining the structure of a value theory 
virtue ethics, I won't pursue this possibility, but anyone attempting to defend a particular 
value theory virtue ethics may have to further consider it. 
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considered a natural law ethicist, he is better understood as a Christian virtue ethicist. 2 

But of what type? Some have interpreted him as holding "a doctrine of intellectually 

intuitable human essences from which normative principles are derived. That is, the 

basis of Thomas's moral theory is the notion that human nature can be defined in terms 

of specific essential attributes. "3 

Like Aristotle, however, Thomas is not a human nature virtue ethicist, although he 

does offer a very limited characterization of human nature. Thomas begins with the 

Aristotelian belief that what all humans seek as their final, ultimate end is happiness, 

which Aristotle calls eudaimonia and which Thomas calls beatitudo or felicitas. "All 

men agree in seeking an ultimate end, which is happiness (beatitudo) " (Summa 

Theologica I-II, q. 1, a. 8c4
). However, Thomas recognizes that people disagree about 

what, precisely, this ultimate end amounts to, even while they all seek what appears to 

each of them to be good or desirable. The business of ethics is, as Aristotle says, to tell 

2This is, of course, a controversial claim, but it has been supported (convincingly, 
I think) by a number of modern scholars. I highly recommend The Priority of Prudence: 
Virtue and Natural Law in Thomas Aquinas and the Implications for Modern Ethics by 
Daniel Nelson (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania State Press, 1992). Nelson cites 
several others who have interpreted Thomas in this way. Should this not, however, 
ultimately be the correct interpretation, the consequences for our understanding of 
modern virtue ethics would be minimal. 

3Nelson, p. 13, describing the view of OJ. O'Connor, Aquinas and Natural Law. 
London: Macmillan, 1967. 

4Basic Writing of St. Thomas Aquinas, trans. Anton C. Pegis. New York: Random 
House, 1945. 
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us what the good is, and how to attain it. It is the virtuous person who has the answer 

to these questions, and happiness is the true reward of virtue (Nelson, p.p. 32-35). 

Thomas differs from his ancient predecessors in ultimately identifying this happiness 

with Christian love and knowledge of God. However, this sort of happiness is only to 

be achieved supernaturally, and Thomas holds that a more limited form of happiness is 

available to all humans, even pagans, during their life on earth.s This earthly happiness, 

which he considers at great length, is essentially an activity. It consists "in the operation 

of the practical intellect directing human actions and passions, as is said in the 

[Nicomachean] Ethics" (ST I-II, q. 3, a. 5, quoted in Nelson, p. 36). For this, a good 

will as well as certain external goods are required, the latter "not as being of the essence 

of happiness but as serving instrumentally for happiness, which consists in the activity 

of virtue" (ST I-II, q. 4, a. 7, quoted in Nelson, p. 37). Thus we can see that Thomas 

holds a form of value theory virtue ethics which gains much of its inspiration from 

Aristotle, although it agrees with the Stoics that external goods are merely instrumentally 

5 Aristotle, like Thomas, seems to offer two different (and not particularly compatible) 
conceptions of happiness. Thomas's happiness in direct knowledge and love of God is 
approximately parallel to the intellectual conception of happiness that Aristotle develops 
in Book X of the Ethics. Thomas's less intellectual conception is derived even more 
directly from Aristotle (being less theistically dominated than the "higher" conception of 
happiness), and for both of them this conception envisions a balanced life which requires 
the practice of all the virtues. Unlike Thomas's case, with Aristotle it's not clear that 
he actually intended to give two conceptions of happiness, much less how they connect 
(if at all) with one another. This is a question which has been much debated by Aristotle 
scholars, though perhaps not to any satisfactory end. It seems at least clear that Thomas 
was inspired by both Aristotelian notions of happiness. 
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valuable in the virtuous activity which constitutes happiness. This is thus a strong form 

of value theory virtue ethics. 

Virtuous activity for a rational creature like man is activity in accordance with 

reason, and thus happiness is, in away, a matter of acting in accord with (rational) 

human nature. However, this does not rebut the claim that Thomas offers a value theory 

virtue ethics. 

[I]f happiness is a matter of acting in accordance with nature it would seem that we 
need some specific information about human nature, beyond its orientation to virtue 
or reason in general, in order to know how to act in the sort of way conducive to 
happiness. Instead of doing that, Thomas proceeds in the opposite direction. He 
undertakes an analysis of human acts themselves, aimed at specifying the acts that 
lead to happiness and those that lead away from it. (Nelson, p. 38) 

Moreover, Thomas emphasizes the indeterminateness of human nature, saying that 

"God created our nature to be indeterminately ordered to any specific ends" (Nelson, p. 

47) and he argues that human affairs may be appropriately ordered in many different 

ways. "The means to the end, in human concerns, far from being fixed, are of manifold 

variety according to the variety of persons and affairs" (ST I-II, q. 58, a. 4, quoted in 

Nelson, p. 103). "He affirms that 'all nations' have the 'general principles' of the 

natural law in common, but he leaves room for legitimate disagreement about its details 

(I-II, q. 94, a. 4)" (Nelson, p. 125). "Conceived as a set of principles, natural law is 

universally true or the same for all because the principles are so general, but it differs 

in its details, which are the concern of prudence" (Nelson, p. 126). Our only determined 
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end is that we should seek the apparent good. "Human nature, according to Thomas's 

analysis, provides no concrete moral guidance" (Nelson, p. 48). 

Like Aristotle, Thomas is a particularist, and emphasizes the importance of 

circumstances and the necessity for using phronesis or prudence to make individual moral 

judgments. General principles, which are derived from natural human inclinations--that 

we seek the apparent good (the synderesis principle, which for Thomas is the primary 

law of practical reason6), and that we are inclined to preserve our lives, reproduce our 

species and care for and educate our young, and "to know the truth about God, and to 

live in society"--are too general and non-specific to guide action, and need to be guided 

by reason through the virtues (Nelson, pp. 118-120). The virtues govern these 

inclinations--fortitude guiding the inclination to preserve our lives, temperance guiding 

the inclination to obtain physical goods, and justice and prudence the inclinations to live 

in society and to know God (Nelson, p. 145), all under the leadership of the judgments 

of prudence. 

As Thomas says of prudence in his Commentary on the Nicomachean Ethics, it is 
the virtue "dealing with action and concerned with things good and bad for man," 
both in matters of justice in social relations and in the development of an 
individual's own character (Commentary, 1177, 1259) .... Prudence deals with the 
singular as opposed to the universal (Commentary 1247). Its judgments are 
conjectural and del iberative (Commentary 1174 and 1189), the opposite of 
nondiscursive ... (S.T. II-II, q. 47, a. 3). Prudence is related to universals in that it 
possesses knowledge of "general moral principles of reason," but its main focus is 

6This parallels, in Thomas, the primary principle of speculative reason, which is the 
principle of non-contradiction. In Aristotle, phronesis operates without an explicit 
primary principle, although both agree that human action is directed toward the 
(apparent) good. See Nelson, p. 144. 
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on the "individual situations in which human actions take place" (ibid). Thomas 
goes so far to say that if it were necessary for an individual to have only one kind 
of knowledge, one ought to choose knowledge of "particulars" because as this kind 
of knowledge is "closer to operation" it is more likely to lead to right action 
(Commentary 1194). (Nelson, p. 143) 

Without phronesis or prudence, developed only through experience, the other 

cardinal virtues--which ensure that appetites and inclinations are correctly oriented to 

ends--are blind. "Prudence is the rational activity of deliberation, preceding choice, 

which coordinates and directs the activity of the other virtues" (Nelson, p. 52). Both 

prudence and the other virtues are required for right reason. Moral goodness is 

determined by conformity with right reason, but right reason is right only to the extent 

that it is in accord with virtue (Nelson, p. 54). Human happiness, human reason, and 

human virtue are all inextricably intertwined. 

Prudence acting in accord with right appetite and directing or perfecting the 
operation of the virtues determines the means of obtaining the good, what actions 
in particular are to be done (S.T. II-II, q. 47, a. 6) ... .In order to carry out the work 
of determining what is to be done, prudence needs much more than the general 
percepts of natural law and an understanding of the circumstances in question. 
Prudence both shapes and is shaped by the virtues and general social agreement 
about the goods to which they are oriented .... [Thomas] summarizes the mutual 
dependence of prudence and the virtues by observing, for example, that "the 
happiness of active living, which is gauged by the activities of the moral virtues, is 
attributed to prudence perfecting the moral virtues" (Commentary 2111)" (Nelson, 
p. 145) 

The specifications of, and authority of, the judgments of prudence are "made by 

reference to the common good and within the context of agreement about virtues and 

ends" (Nelson, p. 146). 
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Thomas's adoption (and then mutation) of Aristotle's idea of happiness ifelicitas, 

beatitudo) as the ultimate end of human action, as well as his denial that human nature 

is determinable and can yield specific moral judgments, places him firmly within the 

tradition of value theory virtue ethics, rather than as an historical precedent for human 

nature virtue ethics. Although Thomas has an understanding of human nature derived 

partially from his Christianity, this account is not foundational to his ethics. Rather, the 

starting-point for Thomistic ethics is the idea that we all act for the end of (apparent) 

happiness. This, like Aristotle's ethics, is a form of value theory virtue ethics. 

Moreover, Thomas's account of human nature seems to rest more on intuition than 

it does on divine revelation. The interpretation of eudaimonia as beatitudo certainly has 

its source in religion, but much of what Thomas asserts about human nature is based on 

rather secular intuitions about what sort of creatures we are. Religious texts such as the 

Bible do not, I think, provide an adequately determinate account of human nature to 

serve as the complete grounding for a moral theory based on human nature, although 

they would probably have implications for it--for example, that true happiness is to be 

found in serving God, or in the next life, or indeed that we are sinners who are meant 

only to suffer during our worldly life. Unfortunately, even given one sacred text, the 

Bible, our nature as humans has been interpreted in each of those ways by different 

varieties of Christians. Perhaps other texts are less amenable to different interpretations 

and are more definitive in their account of human nature than the Bible, but at least for 

Christians the Bible seems inadequate for the purposes of revealing a sufficiently detailed 
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account of human nature. There are, of course, other possible sources of divine 

revelation, but they are often more personal in nature and it's doubtful that they will be 

a better source grounding moral theory. 

While Thomas is not an historical advocate of human nature virtue ethics, it is 

possible that other theistic philosophers have attempted to develop such a theory, 

unbeknownst to me. A substantial portion (though not, I think, the majority) of the 

virtue ethics revival has been spurred on by Christians, and a religiolls understanding of 

human nature (as God's creation) would be a natural starting-point for their virtue ethics. 

However, it seems unlikely that a well-developed theory of this sort could gain wide 

acceptance. Such a theory adds all the problems that make religion a tenuous basis for 

philosophical positions to the problems involved in defending a robust account of human 

nature. First of all, on the religious side, there is the difficulty of choosing and 

interpreting the correct religion, or religious text(s). Are we to take our theistic 

understanding of human nature from Hinduism, Christianity, Islam ... ? Even within a 

particular religious tradition, views on humankind's nature and place in God's plan may 

vary widely, as most of us know from our varied experiences with forms of Christianity. 

Furthermore, there is the question of how to pick out from religious revelation the proper 

conception of human nature (supposing that we've selected the correct religion). And 

even if the subject is addressed directly at length, there is the question of what that 

implies for (virtue) ethics. A theistic human nature virtue ethics is not likely to meet 

with wide success (even within the theistic or philosophical community) due to some very 
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substantial problems with putting forward its conception of human nature, and deriving 

virtue ethics from its conception of human nature. Let us move on to an account of 

human nature which would rely, perhaps, on something less controversial than religion 

for its basis. 

Human Nature and the Social Sciences 

Obviously one might try looking to a social and behavioral science such as 

psychology for an account of human nature, but most contemporary psychologists are 

hardly concerned to develop something so grand as all that. Furthermore, the scientific 

study of moral psychology outside one's armchair is often, unlike other areas of 

psychology, nearly impossible to undertake, frequently for moral reasons. Moreover, 

as point of fact, it is the sociobiologists who have recently attempted something closer 

to a "scientific" account of human nature, particularly as it would concern ethics. 

Unfortunately, as Williams points out, sociobiology is supposed to be concerned with 

evolutionary fitness rather than either human nature as a whole or individual well-being.7 

Moral psychology and sociology are still a long way from giving us an account of 

human nature that might provide an adequate basis for human nature virtue ethics. A 

detailed survey of recent advances in psychology and sociobiology would be interesting 

but probably mostly beside the point; hardly anyone (least of all contemporary virtue 

ethicists) would suggest that the social sciences have advanced nearly enough to provide 

70p. cit., p. 44. 
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an adequate specification of human nature in which to ground a sophisticated moral 

theory. Lately some philosophers have returned to practicing armchair moral 

psychology, a discipline which has been out of favor for a century, having had its heyday 

with Hume (and of course Kant, Sidgwick, and Mill were also all practitioners). Those 

with an empiricist bent, such as Annette Baier, 8 have argued in favor of exchanging the 

armchair for experiments, but I think it likely that both methodologies will be useful to 

the virtue ethicist and student of human (moral) nature. Unfortunately Anscombe is 

correct in thinking that we are a long way from the account of moral psychology needed 

for human nature virtue ethics; but she is also correct in thinking that there is much 

useful work to be done. However, a more serious worry will soon arise; perhaps no 

account of human nature would be adequate to ground virtue ethics. First, however, let's 

see what contemporary advocates there are for such a theory. 

Contemporary Human Nature Virtue Ethics 

Are there any contemporary proponents of human nature virtue ethics? Anscombe's 

article "Modern Moral Philosophy," which marked the beginning of the resurgence of 

interest in virtue ethics, provides evidence that contemporary virtue ethics does 

sometimes take the form of a human nature virtue ethics. Anscombe says that a moral 

theory based on virtue would look for norms in human virtues, not from the species man 

biologically, but rather man 

8See below. 



163 

from the point of view of the activity of thought and choice in regard to the various 
departments of Iife--powers and faculties and use of things needed--"has" such-and
such virtues: and this "man" with the complete set of virtues is the "norm", as 
"man" with, e.g., a complete set of teeth is a norm. (p. 228) 

Such a theory would have to look not only to moral psychology but also to 

sociobiology for an understanding of norms found in human nature. However, as we 

saw in Chapter Two, Anscombe also emphasizes the importance of developing a 

conception of flourishing, and it may not be difficult to imagine a value theory version 

of what she recommends. 

lauden also seems to understand the contemporary movement as a form of human 

nature virtue ethics, due to its root (as he sees it) in the concept of a good person. 

Although he identifies virtue ethics as a non-teleological theory, he seems to identify 

teleology with consequential ism. Louden's claim that virtue ethics begins with the root 

notion of the good agent is probably best spelled out as a claim that virtue ethics begins 

with the notion of the good of and for a kind--a teleological theory in a wider sense. 

Bernard Williams might be taken as a third proponent of human nature virtue ethics, 

but this too is a bit misleading. Williams suggests that we "ground" ethics in human 

nature, and he strongly ties this to human well-being or happiness. However, strictly 

speaking he wishes to avoid ethical theory altogether, and along with it the idea that 

human nature is actually the foundation of an ethical theory. Williams seems guilty of 

taking it for granted that an account of human nature would have to be an account of 

human well-being or happiness; he starts out talking about the latter and quickly moves 
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to the former. 9 He is perhaps even more dubious that Anscombe about the possibility 

of ever having the requisite account of human nature in hand, and perhaps this accounts 

for some of his pessimism about the possibility of ethical theory. 

Annette Baier is a fourth proponent of virtue who may be interpreted as offering 

something like a form of human nature virtue ethics. Much like Williams, she argues 

that moral philosophy should be less intellectualistic and theoretic in form. Humean and 

Aristotelian ethics are preferable, and contrast sharply to more modern moral Theories, 

which Baier claims have come to assume very little moral consensus. Hume's 

methodology, she says, involves no normative theory (in a strong sense of theory). 

What the Humean moral philosopher does is take well-based accounts of human 
nature, its malleability, its current conditions, and equally well-based accounts of the 
workings of institutions ... Given this factual base, the moral philosopher's special 
interest will be in the workings of all the reflective sentiments, those reacting to 
other sentiments, and in particular to those that claim to be moral reflections, that 
is, to be reflections from a steady and general viewpoint.1O 

This way of doing ethics requires the philosopher to leave her armchair, cautions Baier, 

as well as to work amidst and learn from non-philosophers in the way that some applied 

ethicists are now only beginning to do. Ethicists must be more sensitive to the actual 

ways our sentiments work and interact, and should be less ready to criticize the 

traditional moral beliefs of their students in a potentially misguided attempt to displace 

complacency (p. 42). 

9Williams, Chapter Three. 

IOAnnette Baier, "Doing without Moral Theory?" p. 38. 
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While Aristotle shares Hume's empirical bent, Aristotelian ethics is much different 

from Humeanll or Baierian ethics. What of this sort of approach to contemporary 

virtue ethics--or of the view that Hume provides the best template for contemporary 

virtue ethics? It's possible that a Humean account would have a chance of addressing 

concerns about moral motivation, as well as a way around the problem of normativity; 

Hume's naturalism is certainly compatible with a human nature virtue ethics, and Hume 

was also no stranger to moral psychology. However, I think that Baier's view is fairly 

unique within the contemporary virtue ethics movement, although it does share some of 

its characteristics (particularly gripes against the major alternatives). Moreover, a 

modern version of this view is too little developed to warrant further assessment here. 

Finally, Thomas Hurka has recently attempted to defend a form of perfectionism 

which seems very close to a human nature virtue ethics, but which is actually an alternate 

form of value theory virtue ethics. 12 While Hurka does try to ground ethics in human 

nature, he assumes that the perfection of human nature is intrinsically valuable. This 

puts his theory firmly in the class of value theory virtue ethics, while retaining a heavy 

reliance on human nature at its very foundation. True human nature virtue ethics does 

IIHume's ethics certainly deserves to be called a virtue ethics in some respects, 
although this work does not treat it as one of the main contenders. This is because, in 
the first place, it is mainly only Annette Baier among those sympathetic to modern virtue 
ethics who has taken her main inspiration from Hume, and because I consider Hume to 
be more fundamentally a sentiment theorist than an actual virtue theorist. However, I 
personally am very sympathetic to Hume, and would welcome a more extended treatment 
of a modern Humean virtue ethics by Baier or others. 

12Peifectionism. 



166 

not assume that human nature is intrinsically valuable and therefore must be pursued or 

perfected; rather, it simply attempts to characterize the good of and for a kind, and so 

long as we belong to that kind, its characterization of the good is meant to apply to us. 

To deny the foundation of human nature virtue ethics would be to deny that there is such 

a thing as a good of and for humans, or to deny that it has any moral implications. To 

deny the foundation of Hurka's virtue ethics would be simply to deny that human nature, 

or its perfection, has intrinsic value. Hurka's theory rests on human nature in a very 

deep way, but not as the initial foundation for the theory. To put it a differently, 

Hurka's theory is teleological in that it posits a goal, perfection, which is intrinsically 

valuable. It is, thus, an ethics of ultimate value (or as Watson says, an ethics of 

outcome). In human nature virtue ethics, neither perfection nor human nature is a goal. 

There simply is the good of and for a kind, and it grounds morality by providing norms 

for human behavior whether we ~are about it or not. 

Unfortunately, Hurka's theory combines the disadvantages of both human nature 

virtue ethics and the value theory virtue ethics which I've argued is characteristic of 

ancient ethics. This is because, first of all, Hurka starts with the assumption that 

something, namely the perfection of human nature, is of intrinsic value. Ancient ethics 

starts with the assumption that happiness (thinly specified) is of intrinsic value; both build 

in an assumption of intrinsic value at the foundation of their theories, and are thus open 

to criticism. However, the assumption that it is the perfection of human nature rather 

than happiness which is of value is a great deal more controversial. Hurka explains some 
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advantages of and historical precedents for accepting this assumption, but I think its 

greater tendentiousness is unavoidable. 

Secondly, Hurka's theory still rests very heavily on an account of the perfection of 

human nature, and thus imports the main disadvantage of human nature virtue ethics, that 

is, needing a full-blown account of human nature to really get started. Hurka uses 

intuition to defend an account of human nature, but an account based primarily on 

intuition is, I think likely either to be very controversial or else so lacking in content as 

to be inadequate to support his theory. Were his account of human nature successful, 

either Hurka's perfectionism or human nature virtue ethics would be off and running. 

However, people like Anscombe and Annette Baier are hoping for a more scientific or 

at least more empirically-based account of human nature than intuition is able to provide. 

Problems for Human Nature Virtue Ethics 

Some contemporary proponents of virtue ethics do seem to have a type of human 

nature of virtue ethics in mind; others, as we shall see, appear to have value theory 

virtue ethics in mind. We shall address the question of which provides the best form for 

contemporary virtue ethics later, although we already have some initial reasons for being 

somewhat skeptical about human nature virtue ethics' prospects for success. However, 

supposing that we did wish to develop a complete human nature virtue ethics, how would 

we go about it, and what structure, more specifically, might it have? 
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Ancient virtue ethics is often criticized as employing the notion of the good of and 

for a kind; as being Teleology with a capital 'T', or in a metaphysical sense. Human 

nature virtue ethics is based on the good of and for a kind, or "the characteristically 

human life," both of which refer to human nature as the starting-point of morality. By 

way of contrast, to say that X is ultimately valued need not make any metaphysical 

presuppositions, since to be precise, it's claimed not that X is ultimately valuable-

regardless of whether people in fact value it--but rather that X is ultimately valued--that 

people do in fact value it in that way. But to say that, for a given natural kind, there is 

a good of and for it--to say that there is a characteristically X life and that those who live 

it are good Xs--does seem to involve a metaphysical stance regarding the true nature of 

X. Thus, human nature virtue ethics is indebted not to value theory but metaphysics. 

How does "the good of and for a kind" differ, if at all, from utilitarian or egoist 

notions of the good (happiness) for the group of all humans or all sentient beings, or for 

an individual? Also, what's the difference between the good of a kind, and the good for 

a kind; aren't the two halves of the conjunct interchangeable? Let's look at the notion 

of the good of a kind first. The idea is that a natural kind somehow provides standards 

for what an individual of that kind should be or do. The standards are inherent in the 

nature of the kind, and it's up to us to discern them. Thus, the good is the good of 

humans, and you're a good human if and insofar as you conform to these standards; 

you're a good example of humanity. Good, here, must not be meant in a specifically 

moral sense if it is not to beg the question. 
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The good of is the notion which appeals to human nature. "The good of and for a 

kind" is applicable to other forms of life and even non-living classes of things. We 

might, therefore, look to an account of the good of and for some simpler kind for 

inspiration in developing an account of it for humans, although it's usually claimed that 

humans are somehow special, particularly in their ability to think and choose. Aristotle 

and other ancient ethicists, of course, appeal to the central role of ratiocination in human 

life; if we accept this, then the good of and for humans will involve ratiocination. That's 

like saying the good of and for humans will involve teeth, only worse. We need to know 

much more about how ratiocination or teeth are the good of humans, and how this leads 

to the virtues. 

It's tempting to think that "the good of" must be a statistical notion, and that a good 

human would be one who hits the average or mean for humans. However, this is overly 

simplistic; the standard or norm for number of teeth is not the average number a teeth 

humans possess. As we've seen from the homosexuality debate, the claim that a given 

behavior is "abnormal" raises all sorts of problems; if, for example, our claims about 

what behaviors are abnormal are based statistically, we will condemn many innocuous 

or even valuable things. Moreover, if being left handed or homosexual or virtuoso 

violin-playing is abnormal, so what? These sorts of problems plague a theory based on 

human nature. 

The idea that the average human need not be the good human begins to connect the 

"good of" to the "good for." Without the insight that characteristic human traits may not 
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be statistically defined, it seems highly unlikely that the good of would have much to do 

with the good for. The good of and for humans includes having a full set of teeth, 

whether or not the average adult has a full set. The "good for" is the more standard 

teleological notion (small 't'), and might but needn't be equated with happiness. The 

unique contribution of this form of teleology is to link the "good of" to the "good for" 

as being essentially equivalent; it is also it's unique challenge. 

But precisely how are these two concepts linked so closely? The "good for" need 

not be identified with happiness, either in the modern or ancient sense. Although it 

seems counterintuitive to most of us, the good for humans might be suffering (perhaps 

for an external reward or for the sake of artistic creation). If there were some end for 

humans beyond or in conflict with happiness, then the good for humans would be 

subservient to that end. Thus, human nature virtue ethics need not be wedded to a 

conception of humans happiness, although it must provide some conception of the good 

for humans. 

How can the identity of the good of and the good for be maintained without simply 

reducing one to the other? If the good of is reduced to the good for, then the theory 

loses its deep naturalism, and starts to look more like value theory virtue ethics if we 

translate "the good for" as "happiness." If we reduce the good for to the good of, the 

claim that these norms really are good for humans (in any remotely intuitive sense) loses 

plausibility. 
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This second option keeps human nature virtue ethics distinct from value theory virtue 

ethics, and amounts to dropping "the good for" in favor of "the good of," which 

basically amounts to an account of human nature. Proponents of this view may wish to 

take this option as a simplifying move, and later connect their theory to the good for, to 

the extent that seems possible. Likewise, in criticizing human nature virtue ethics, it 

may be sufficient to undercut the claim that an adequate account of human nature could 

ever be given, or that it could be adequate to ground any moral theory, without worrying 

about criticizing the link between the good of and the good for. 

Human nature virtue ethics is committed to a strong form of naturalism, and to 

developing a sufficiently detailed account of human nature to provide normative 

guidance. Therein lie the sources of resistance to such a theory. First of all, as Watson 

explains, there is an apparent dilemma here: "either the theory's pivotal account of 

human nature (or characteristic human life) will be morally indeterminate, or it will not 

be objectively well founded" (p. 462). In fact, a primarily intuition-based account like 

Hurka's will probably suffer from both defects, since it's simply grounded in intuition, 

and any more scientifically respectable theory would suffer, as Watson says, from being 

indeterminate or sacrificing its objectivity. At best it would provide judgments like "this 

is a bad specimen," or "that behavior is abnormal." 

These judgments might be a part of a theory of health, but our conception of 
morality resists the analogy with health, the reduction of evil to defect.. .. An 
objective account of human nature would imply, perhaps, that a good human life 
will disqualify the sociopath but not the Hell's Angel. The contrast is revealing, for 
we tend to regard the sociopath not as evil but as beyond the pale of morality. On 
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the other hand, if we enrich our conception of society to exclude Hell's Angels, the 
worry is that this conception will no longer ground moral judgment but express it. 
(p. 462-63) 

Finally, there is a major worry about moral motivation--why should we care about 

appraisals based on what is characteristic of the species? To answer this by saying 

"Because we are human beings" is obscure, notes Watson; for we are other things as 

well. 

However, the point might be that we are human beings by nature and not these other 
things, and our nature determines what descriptions are essential. A good gangster 
is a bad human being and for that reason fails to fare well. Defective or 
nonvirtuous human beings are worse off for that. They are not merely bad human 
beings but they are badly off as individuals, and if they acquired virtue, they would 
not only be better human beings but also better off than they would have been 
otherwise. Whether we are flourishing depends on who (what) we are by nature. 
Since we are essentially human, the description "bad human being" dominates the 
description "good gangster" in appraisals of well-being. (p. 463) 

Such evaluational essentialism doesn't sit well with modern notions. For us the 

concept of human nature has ceased to be normative. Moreover, as Alexander 

Rosenberg13 points out, we're not likely to find an essential description of human nature. 

Science does not support essentialism, and because of the way evolution works there is 

no essential, unchanging character of any species; the species is always evolving, and 

there must be considerable individual variation for a species to survive and evolve. But, 

says Watson, 

l3
11 The Biological Justification of Ethics," pp. 88-89. In Ethics, Politics, and Human 

Nature, ed. Ellen Frankel Paul, Fred D. Miller, Jr., and Jeffrey Paul. Cambridge, MA: 
Basil Blackwell, 1991. 
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An ethics of virtue need not take this essentialist line. It could say instead that we 
care about being good human beings because or insofar as we are good human 
beings. Insofar as we are not, we don't (at least in the virtuous way). If we don't, 
then we won't flourish as humans, though we might do very well as thieves. There 
is no further question to be answered here about well-being. (p. 464) 

Watson holds out the hope that a human nature virtue ethics might be able to 

successfully resist these challenges. At this point, however, it is no more than just that--

a hope. Even if(!) we had a well-specified account of human nature and moral 

psychology in hand, these challenges would remain. Anscombe is, I think, right in 

saying that centuries of work lie ahead of the virtue ethicist, assuming that the theory 

takes this form. Ethicists who wish to pursue this form of virtue ethics wouid indeed do 

well to try to advance the state of moral psychology, and to (as Baier hopes) come out 

of the armchair and join with psychologists and sociobiologists. However, there is still 

work to be done on problems such as normativity and moral motivation. 

In fact, these problems suggest that whatever account of human nature is finally 

provided, it may not be adequate to ground a moral theory. Moreover, even if it were, 

one might doubt that we will ever have such a detailed, objective account of human 

nature as would be required to ground morality. Certainly the sorts of observations 

we've been able to make so far about human nature are either too broad or too specific 

(and seemingly irrelevant to ethics), as well as being far too piecemeal for our purposes. 

Many empirical experiments that we might find revealing about human nature can't be 

done either because there are too many random factors and no controls, or for moral 

reasons. Furthermore, if the findings are not so complimentary as we might hope, we 
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may be faced with trying to base morality on rather unsavory features of our own nature. 

Finally, virtue ethicists often assume that happiness is the "natural end" for humans, but 

what if we're meant to suffer, or we're naturally sinners? Anscombe assumes that we 

need merely(!) put moral theory on hold for a long time--the problem, she thinks, is that 

we simply don't have adequate knowledge of human nature yet. However, that's a rather 

optimistic assessment of the situation when what's required is an account of human 

nature, and Williams acknowledges this. Proponents of such a view would do well to 

consider what sorts of features such an account would need in order to ground morality; 

a suitably normative account of human nature may never be forthcoming. 

There is yet more work to be done in ethics, however, for such a theory: what 

forms, more specifically, might such a theory take? As I've explained before, an ethical 

theory might be identified belonging to a particular class, such as teleology or even 

consequential ism, and yet take different forms. Perhaps we can't resolve questions of 

scope (egoism vs. universalism), for example, until we have most of the theory of human 

nature in hand. (Although we might want to ask what sorts of implications arise for a 

human nature virtue ethics, given the current state of research on altruism in 

sociobiology). However, we should look at what structure the theory we're trying to 

build will have. Is human nature the sole foundation? If it is to be the foundation for 

ethics, is it even possible (supposing that it would be desirable) to retain a moral/non

moral distinction? (My hunch is that it is not possible.) How does human nature relate 

to happiness, since human nature virtue ethics need not equate the two? If the good for 
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is not understood in terms of happiness, how else should it be understood? Since, unlike 

Nietzsche, most proponents of a virtue ethics which rests on human nature also tie those 

claims to ones about happiness, should the theory be binomic, with both human nature 

and happiness as foundations? If this sort of theory is attractive, what about cases where 

human nature and happiness seem to conflict? Is the theory hierarchical? Would the 

virtues and the standards for right action be defined completely in terms of human 

nature? Do we want the theory to be complete, and to account for all of morality in 

terms of human nature and its derivative concepts? 

We'll return to these questions briefly in Chapter Eight. Answers to some of them 

may have to wait until the verdict is in on human nature. However, it's overly 

pessimistic to suggest that we can't explore the sorts of answers that might be given to 

any of these questions now. Moreover, given the considerable pessimism about whether 

the verdict will ever be in, it seems advisable for proponents of this view to expeditiously 

develop it as well as possible in order to see whether they're waiting for something 

which could never form a satisfactory grounding for ethics; to assume that it's only a 

matter of time is overly optimistic. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

VIRTUE AS CONSTITUTIVE OF FLOURISHING 

Introduction 

Some of the recent virtue ethics literature is no more a form of human nature virtue 

ethics than is ancient ethics, although proponents of virtue ethics are certainly not explicit 

in rejecting human nature as their foundation. The root notion in much of the recent 

literature is, I think, flourishing or happiness rather than human nature. Human nature 

virtue ethics is a legitimate form of virtue ethics, but not all of the contemporary 

literature moves in this direction and it's a theory with very high start-up costs. It's 

important to note that Anscombe, who describes a sort of human nature virtue ethics, 

does not think that we are ready to develop such a theory. She argues that we should 

put aside moral theory entirely until we have a better understanding of moral psychology. 

Indeed, a moral theory whose foundation is the idea of human nature, or of a 

characteristically human life, is bound to have to put moral theory on hold until the 

crucial account of human nature and moral psychology is well-developed enough to be 

able to provide considerable normative guidance. If our understanding of human nature 

is revealed to us by God, perhaps in the Bible, then most of the work has been done for 

us, and we need only understand how our God-given nature provides us with norms. 

However, this sort of theory is not likely to gain wide acceptance nowadays. If our 

understanding of human nature is instead to be gained from sociobiology or moral 
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psychology, then we have a great deal of work to do before our understanding of human 

nature can yield norms for our lives. Although moral psychology and sociobiology have 

enjoyed a great flurry of activity since Anscombe's 1958 article, both are still too 

indeterminate to provide the necessary guidance, and Anscombe is probably correct in 

arguing that we must put this sort of moral theory on hold for now--indeed, for a long 

time. If contemporary virtue ethicists have human nature virtue ethics in mind, they 

might be best advised to explore the possibilities for a different form of virtue ethics 

before concluding that moral philosophy must be put on hold for the next several decades 

or (more likely) centuries. 

But specifically what form does contemporary value theory virtue ethics take? The 

first questions in determining this are, what are the central concepts, and how are they 

related? In formulating an answer we will rely upon structural features of ancient virtue 

ethics discussed in Chapter Four. Although I've argued in Chapter Five that some of the 

contemporary literature is more characteristic of human nature virtue ethics, it is 

Aristotle's theory which provides, I think, the best template for a contemporary theory 

of virtue ethics. 

In exploring the structure of contemporary value theory virtue ethics, we will want 

to expand upon the account of ancient ethics sketched in Chapter Four and clarify some 

of the concepts involved. Our analysis of the central concepts of virtue ethics will launch 

us into extended discussion about such issues as flourishing, human nature, and value 

theory, which we'll continue in Chapter Seven. However, rather than attempting to 
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come to a final conclusion about any of these difficult concepts, we will analyze each 

only to the extent that seems necessary to determine (a) its place in an ethics of virtue, 

and (b) the sort of account of the concept and its relation to other concepts which would 

be required to support an ethics of virtue (if indeed any such account seems possible). 

In Chapter Eight, we'll draw some conclusions about the structure of contemporary value 

theory virtue ethics, and compare it to human nature virtue ethics and to the features that 

contemporary proponents of virtue ethics desire for their theory. 

Contemporary Value Theory Virtue Ethics 

Virtue ethicists such as Hursthouse and Martha Nussbaum seem to take flourishing 

or happiness rather than human nature as their fundamental notion. Virtue ethics, 

Hursthouse says, specifies the virtuous agent "in terms of the virtues, and then specifies 

these, not merely as dispositions to right action, but as character traits (which are 

dispositions to feel and react as well as act in certain ways) required for eudaimonia" (p. 

226). Moreover, her theory of virtue (P2) says that "A virtue is a character trait a 

human being needs to flourish or live well." The idea of a characteristically human life 

does not playa foundational role in her theory; rather, that role is given to the concept 

of flourishing. I think that, except for making virtue ethics structurally parallel to 

utilitarianism and deontology, Hursthouse is on the right track in developing a theory of 

virtue ethics that meets many of the demands of the recent literature and is not dependent 

upon a well-developed theory of human nature as its foundation. 
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For those who want to develop a contemporary virtue ethics, a value theory virtue 

ethics similar to what I've argued most ancient ethicists held is attractive. If virtue ethics 

is an ethics of ultimate value, it must hold that some thing or activity is of ultimate 

value. Besides flourishing or happiness, the main alternatives at this juncture are either 

perfection of human nature or virtue itself. But if virtue ethics starts out with the 

assumption that virtue or perfection of human nature itself is of ultimate value, then we 

are led immediately to ask "Why?" and no satisfactory answer seems forthcoming. It's 

implausible to suggest that virtue or perfection just is what we all, ultimately, pursue; 

in fact, most people would deny it--many more, I think, than would deny that they 

ultimately seek happiness. Virtue or perfection of character, just like art, may have 

intrinsic value, but this concept is distinct from that of ultimate value. If a moral theory 

is to begin with a value-laden assumption, the theory will be much easier to justify if the 

value is one that most people can readily agree on, and this does not seem to be the case 

with virtue or perfection of human nature. Thus, if we are to develop a value theory 

virtue ethics, happiness seems to be a minimally controversial starting point. 

The other main alternative to a value theory virtue ethics based on happiness is 

human nature virtue ethics, which does characterize part of the contemporary virtue 

ethics movement. However, this again is a less attractive alternative because (1) we have 

to wait until science and moral psychology (or divine revelation, or intuition) give us an 

adequately descriptive conception of human nature--if indeed they could ever do so-

before we can do much moral theory, (2) even given such a descriptive account, we still 
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lack a viable connection between such an account and any normative conclusions, and 

(3) such an account faces a further problem about moral motivation. 

There is a worry, however, that a contemporary value theory virtue ethics will also 

encounter the first, serious problem of human nature virtue ethics, because although it 

doesn't give the idea of human nature a foundational role, it does appeal to such an idea 

for an understanding of how we are to flourish; flourishing is understood in terms of 

human nature, and the (human) virtues or excellences are those which humans require 

to flourish, at least according to Hursthouse and Nussbaum as well as Aristotle and the 

Stoics. In fact, ancient virtue ethics' reliance on human nature explains why it is often 

interpreted as a form of human nature virtue ethics. Given that there is good reason for 

such confusion, how much more attractive is a value theory virtue ethics which is based 

on happiness, really? Isn't the difference between the classes of virtue theory really quite 

minimal, and most importantly isn't moral theory on hold with value theory virtue ethics 

as well? Moreover, how would contemporary value theory virtue ethics differ, if indeed 

at all, from Aristotelian or Stoic ethics? Finally, if the two sorts of virtue theory are 

really distinctive and a value theory virtue ethics based on happiness is most attractive, 

so what? Human nature virtue ethics may not be a tractable project until we have a well

developed account of human nature, but Anscombe does not flinch from saying that we 

must therefore put moral theory on hold for the next several decades or even centuries. 

Value theory virtue ethics may be more attractive, but that does not therefore make it 

true. 



181 

In this chapter and the next, we'll take an extended look at a value theory virtue 

ethics based on happiness. We'll discuss the characteristics of contemporary virtue 

ethicists' account of happiness or flourishing, and look at two contemporary yet basically 

Aristotelian attempts to elucidate the relationship between happiness and virtue, which 

this form of virtue ethics holds is extremely close. As we'll see, this kind of virtue 

ethics must work to avoid collapsing into character or even act utilitarianism or egoism. 

I'll explain the two steps required to avoid this collapse, and outline the sorts of 

argument that might be given for each, drawing on both ancient and contemporary 

sources. Our discussion of the content of flourishing, virtue, and value theory will 

continue into the next chapter. Finally, two other challenges to choosing this form of 

virtue ethics over another will be addressed: first, that it differs very little, practically 

speaking, from a kind of virtue ethics which makes human nature a foundational concept; 

and secondly, that even if this sort of virtue ethics is more attractive than alternate forms 

of virtue ethics, that does not prove it to be more adequate, nor does it prove that virtue 

ethics will have the advantages that some contemporary philosophers anticipate. Human 

nature virtue ethics may have centuries of work ahead, but value theory virtue ethics is 

also far from finished. 
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The Central Concepts of Contemporary Value Theory Virtue Ethics 

As we have noted before, the structure of a moral theory might vary in a number 

of ways. The foundational concept of the contemporary value theory virtue ethics we 

are discussing is, like ancient ethics, happiness or flourishing. In order to develop a true 

virtue ethics rather than simply a form of character utilitarianism or character egoism, 

such a theory must identify happiness (either fully or primarily) with virtue. Since these 

two concepts are not intuitively equivalent, such a theory will probably either have to be 

revisionary about what it counts as happiness, or else what it counts as virtue; an egoistic 

theory would opt for the latter, and a non-egoistic theory would opt for the former. 

Either might, however, attempt to show that there is less tension than we would 

intuitively expect between happiness and virtue. Of course, the identity of virtue and 

happiness immediately brings up questions of the scope of morality--does the theory 

extend only to the agent herself, to other humans in her community, to all humans, or 

even to all of sentient creation? 

The identity of happiness and virtue also raises a different sort of question, as we 

saw in the debate between Aristotle and the Stoics. What is the role of external goods 

and things like health and friends in happiness? Is virtue alone sufficient for happiness, 

contrary to intuition? Contemporary virtue ethicists might also wonder whether the 

identification of virtue and happiness will leave room for the traditional moral/non-moral 

distinction (even though many of them argue that such a distinction should be jettisoned). 
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Our primary question to answer is thus, how does or should contemporary value 

theory virtue ethics understand happiness or flourishing? By this, contemporary virtue 

ethicists do not seem to mean happiness, as we (or utilitarians) usually understand that 

term. But do they mean quite the same thing as ancient virtue ethicists, who thought that 

eudaimonia (or flourishing, or happiness) could be agreed to formally be the end to all 

our actions, which we must understand as complete and self-sufficient, and which each 

ancient theory goes on to give content to? Is happiness even required to be an activity, 

according to contemporary virtue ethics? Attempting to discover what is meant by 

happiness in contemporary virtue ethics will quickly raise questions about the role of an 

account of human nature in such a theory. 

Contemporary Virtue Ethics and Happiness 

Happiness and Utilitarianism 

What accounts of happiness or flourishing do we find in the contemporary virtue 

ethics literature? First of all, I think that the notion of flourishing in the recent literature 

diverges from utilitarian accounts of happiness. There is no talk here of "preference 

satisfaction" or other utilitarian specifications of good consequences; in often choosing 

the word "flourishing" over that of "happiness" virtue ethicists are hoping for a different 

sort of account. I think there are several major difference between what virtue ethicists 

hope for and what utilitarianism offers. 
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Utilitarianism views us as creatures who experience happiness, which is taken to be 

something like pleasure or preference-satisfaction. While we might, like Mill, talk about 

higher or lower quality pleasures, pleasure and preferences are fairly discrete, 

quantifiable (though not, of course, with great precision), and additive. Our modern (not 

just utilitarian) notion of happiness allows that we can be happy for an hour or a day. 

While we may wish to maximize happiness over a lifetime, it may be via many happy 

days, or many happy experiences. It's easy to say that I received a great deal of (or very 

little) pleasure from going to a concert, or that it satisfied several of my preferences for 

music-experiences. At the end of my life, I might well say that I experienced a great 

deal of pleasure, and that most of my preferences have been satisfied; I might say the 

same thing at the end of a day or semester. 

Secondly, utilitarian accounts are subjective, and virtue ethicists hope for a more 

objective account of happiness. Utilitarianism doesn't condemn someone for what makes 

them happy. Virtue ethics tries to be more critical of what makes us happy and how we 

shape our life around happiness. It wants to somehow say that if your life's ambition 

involves perverse or even simply mundane pleasures, you simply don't measure up. Or 

that if you desire money or power, your conception of happiness is misguided. 

Utilitarianism might condemn a person's money-grubbing or power-seeking, but not on 

the grounds rhat they can't, objectively speaking, make you happy. 

Unfortunately, to make happiness an objective, or more objective, notion is no easy 

task. Moreover, it seems implausible to suggest that true happiness (whatever that is) 
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is the same for each person. Fortunately, contemporary virtue ethicists want to 

emphasize that different visions of the good life, and of virtuous action, may be equally 

valid. This may be taken as a concession that an objective account of happiness will not 

and cannot be sufficiently determinate to dictate the happy life. Indeed, Thomas makes 

just such a concession. The worry that this raises, of course, is that it won't be 

determinate at all, and can only be made sense of within a particular cultural context; 

total cultural relativism would then be a major worry. Although some virtue ethicists are 

more comfortable than others in embracing a high degree of cultural relativism, most do 

want to be able to criticize some cultural values. So, in Aristotle's terms, I think that 

value theory virtue ethics needs to find a mean between two extremes of objectivity for 

happiness; on the one hand, it must not pour one rigid moid into which all human 

happiness must fit, and on the other hand it must be able to reject some conceptions of 

happiness as inadequate. The worst problem, of course, seems to be to develop a 

sufficiently objective, defensible account of happiness which gives us any real guidance 

at all; if we need a full-blown account of human nature for this, then value theory virtue 

ethics is no better off than its alternatives which begin with an account of human nature. 

Besides its rejection of subjective notions of happiness, virtue ethicists' conception 

of happiness seems to differ in other ways from that of utilitarians. The utilitarian 

conception is more external because it fails to emphasize the agent as a source of her 

own happiness. Many of my preferences are fairly easily satisfied (or my pleasures 

easily had), because their stimulus is external to me, like a concert or a car. Resources 
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are easily transferred to another person, and so if I (correctly) claim that increased 

resources will make me happy, you as a utilitarian may find it a fairly easy matter to do 

what will make me happy. If I prefer to have money or a new car, there's no particular 

reason why I must provide it myself through my own work (unless I happen to have a 

preference to that effect) for receiving it to please me. I have a preference for a Jaguar 

and it mysteriously appears in my driveway with the keys in it and the registration in my 

name, so much the better. It's often a simple matter for someone else to make me 

happy, when happiness is understood in terms of something like pleasure or preference

satisfaction which (often) arises from external things. Other than the facts that (a) the 

agent has most immediate knowledge of what would make her happy, and (b) she is 

probably best able to affect her own happiness over that of others (and indeed, that of 

people near her over that of those more remote), the agent is not seen as being especially 

well-situated to create only her own happiness. (a) and (b) are problems of access to 

knowledge and proximity. 

A virtue ethicist would be likely to acknowledge these problems, but insist that there 

is yet another, more crucial problem with trying to make someone else happy. It's not, 

she might say, something that you can drop into someone else's lap, or that they can 

drop into yours. Virtue ethics, I think, posits a conceptual (rather than moral) 

responsibility of the agent for her own happiness, for no one else but the agent is able 

to make herself happy. Happiness (as our students might say) is something that "comes 

from within" and is not fundamentally about something that can be given or taken away 
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by other people. Only the agent is really in a position to make herself happy, simply 

because it's something each person has to do or achieve herself. This is rather like the 

point that you can't make someone else moral--naturally so, since this theory identifies 

happiness with virtue. It may well also relate to the ancient Greek claim that happiness 

must be an activity. We will return to these ideas shortly, when we try to piece together 

in more detail the sort of account of happiness value theory virtue ethics must give. As 

we've seen, virtue ethicists seem to have something different in mind for an account of 

flourishing than utilitarian happiness, or even modem intuitions about happiness. 

Happiness and Ancient Virtue Ethics 

Is the contemporary virtue ethics account of flourishing the same as the ancient 

Greek account of eudaimonia? There is usually no formal talk of flourishing as an 

activity which is complete and self-sufficient; it's not usually identified as an activity, and 

in fact no theory of flourishing is usually offered. However, I think that many 

contemporary virtue ethicists rely on Aristotelian and Socratic ideas about happiness, and 

certainly this seems to be the case, as we'll see below, with Hursthouse and Nussbaum; 

for example, they hold that virtues are traits required to flourish or live the good life. 

Aristotle says that happiness must be complete and self-sufficient. 

Now happiness more than anything else seems unconditionally complete, since we 
always choose it because of itself, and never because of something 
else .... [Furthermore] we regard something as self-sufficient when all by itself it 
makes a life choiceworthy and lacking nothing; and that is what we think happiness 
does. (NE 1097b 1-16) 
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The claim that happiness is complete simply seems to be part of the claim that happiness 

is ultimately valued by everyone; we all seek happiness, and never some further thing 

which happiness is for the sake of. The claim of self-sufficiency is more controversial; 

even if we accept happiness as complete in itself, there may be something in addition 

which we all desire. For example, one could object that happiness alone isn't sufficient 

unless we also have knowledge. However, contemporary virtue ethicists do seem to 

accept self-sufficiency as well, and assume that once the story is told about happiness, 

our account of the good life will be complete. For now we'll grant this assumption, 

although it will be challenged in Chapter Seven. 

Aristotle also says that happiness "Will be in a complete life. For one swallow does 

not make a spring, nor does one day; nor, similarly, does one day or a short time make 

us blessed and happy" (NE 1098aI8-20). For Aristotle and the other ancient ethicists, 

happiness does not make sense as a discrete, passing thing. Indeed, Aristotle thought it 

was only safe to say that you've lived a happy life after you've died, for at the very end 

it may take a tragic turn. However, while I don't think that contemporary virtue ethicists 

would go so far as Aristotle to say that you have to be buried to safely say that you've 

lived a happy life, they do reconceive ethics as the question of how to live the good life. 

What we want is not happiness in a moment-by-moment sense, but rather over a full, 

active life. 1 In using the term flourishing or even eudaimonia, I think they're again 

'Why not happiness moment-by-moment but through a complete life? We'll discuss 
this later in the chapter. 
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trying to emphasize the non-ephemeral (as well as objective) nature of happiness. In 

Socratic fashion, they're looking at what seems to us a perfectly normal, non

controversial concept and asking what it really is, and what account we can give of it. 

The sort of account that seems most appropriate to them is one which would share many 

of the same basic characteristics of the ancient, especially Aristotelian, account. 

Contemporary virtue ethicists sometimes mention of happiness being something 

characteristically human, and this often brings in reason, which again hearkens back to 

Aristotle. Hursthouse identifies flourishing as something like "rational happiness," a sort 

of combination of utilitarian and deontoiogicai concepts. The virtuous agent is supposed 

to somehow discern what is right, and this involves the use of reason and an 

understanding of what is good, worthwhile, and so on. Insofar as contemporary virtue 

ethics, like ancient virtue ethics, does attempt to link what happiness is for humans to our 

rational nature, I think that Hursthouse's assessment is accurate, although rationality will 

have to be important because of its role in our happiness rather than simply because it 

is a uniquely human characteristic. In their discussion of the role of rationality in human 

life, virtue ethicists from Aristotle to Hursthouse make arguments which seem more 

suited to human nature than value theory virtue ethics. In the case of contemporary 

philosophers, I think this is because of their use of Aristotle as their major source of 

inspiration, coupled with their lack of realization that there's a distinction to be made 

between human nature and value theory virtue ethics. 
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Unfortunately, "rational happiness" is rather awkward, and no single English term 

quite captures this idea, which in Greek is captured by the term eudaimonia. 

"Happiness" may seem to many modern philosophers (and especially to non-philosophers) 

to be a subjective term, and "flourishing" is too far away from happiness and sounds, to 

us, perhaps more applicable to philodendrons than humans. As an unhappy compromise, 

I will henceforth use "happiness" and "flourishing" interchangeably depending on which 

sounds best to our ears in the context, but it should be remembered that contemporary 

virtue ethics takes the two terms to be equivalent, both referring to something like 

"rational happiness," which we shall attempt to further spell out later. 

The contemporary notion of happiness or flourishing is thus very like that of ancient 

ethics. The crucial difference, I think, would have to be in the way that the concept is 

given content. If contemporary virtue ethicists can somehow "update" what flourishing 

consists in, probably through modern psychology, then we may have an interesting, 

updated form of virtue ethics. If not, then it seems to me that contemporary virtue 

ethicists are merely reviving Aristotelian virtue ethics in the hope that they can respond 

to its major criticisms, or else wed a moderate virtue ethics to something like a modern 

deontological theory. Responding to Aristotelianism's major criticisms may be 

considerably easier with the understanding that it's not a form of human nature virtue 

ethics and needn't rely on some queer metaphysical propositions about the function of 

humans, and some contemporary writers do emphasize that we need to return to an older 

way of doing ethics. The alternative, of course, is to embrace a form of virtue ethics 
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which doesn't rely even as much as value theory virtue ethics on hoped-for psychological 

facts; or else to abandon virtue ethics once again. Human nature virtue ethics will, of 

course, rely at least as much--more, I'll argue--on psychology or related disciplines. 

If virtue ethics begins with the assumption that what we all seek or ultimately value 

is happiness, doesn't that assumption become more controversial as its notion of 

happiness becomes further removed from the modern one? Perhaps nearly all people 

would agree that they seek happiness, but would they agree that they seek to flourish? 

Moreover, they might agree that they seek pleasure or preference-satisfaction without 

agreeing that they seek happiness understood some other way. If a moral theory begins 

with an assumption that something is universally of ultimate value, it's important that it 

not be something that's already controversial, or something understood in a strange way. 

This is somewhat of a problem for virtue ethics, but not a major one. Value theory 

virtue ethics begins with a thin specification of what is of ultimate value: happiness is the 

name we all give it. It's granted that the content of the concept is contested, and the task 

for virtue theory is to argue for some particular understanding of the concept. However, 

this means that the theory has the burden of proving that we should all understand 

happiness in the way that the theory does; it cannot expect us to agree immediately that 

happiness takes the shape that ancient ethicists say it does. It was a difficult enough job 

for ancient ethicists to argue for their conception of happiness to their own people; it will 

be even more challenging to argue for it with our people, who do not even have a word 

that adequately translates the ancient concept. Let's see what can be said in favor of 
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virtue ethics' conception of happiness, and particularly for identifying happiness with 

virtue. Meanwhile, we'll continue to explore the difference between ancient and 

contemporary virtue ethics' conceptions of happiness. 

Identifying Happiness with Virtue 

One might attempt to identify happiness and virtue by making the definition of one 

dependent on the other. For example, we might define virtue as those traits of character 

which tend to make self or others happy. This is similar to Hume's definition of virtue, 

and it is Slote's notion of virtue, which he considers to be based on a common-sense 

understanding of the concept.2 Since virtue, for Slote, by definition might be aimed at 

making someone else beside the agent happy, his theory is obviously not egoistic. (We 

might, of course, question the validity of including h:!ppiness for others in the definition 

of virtue.) Aristotle, on the other hand, defined virtue as a mean between two extremes 

to which humans are inclined. To complete the Aristotelian identification of virtue with 

happiness, one would have to further argue that steering between such extremes is 

strongly linked to happiness. Although some of the virtues Aristotle includes on his list 

are other-regarding, one might well adopt his definition of virtue while including only 

self-regarding virtues. Aristotle's definition of virtue also appeals, of course, to human 

psychology in its definition of virtue, while Slote's does not (at least not directly). These 

are only two ways in which one could attempt to link happiness and virtue. How do 

2From Morality to Virtue. 
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contemporary virtue ethicists of the value theory persuasion think happiness and virtue 

are connected? I've assumed that these people are true virtue ethicists rather than simply 

character utilitarians or egoists, but that might not actually be the case, even if they say 

otherwise. 

Happiness. Virtue. and Human Nature 

Let's turn back to Hursthouse for a first attempt at this. She says that the virtues 

are character traits humans need in order to live well. To give content to the virtues, on 

this account, we require an understanding of what it really is that humans need to live 

well. Of course, this is no small thing. We can probably give a simple account of 

human needs without requiring a sophisticated account of human nature. Humans need, 

for example, water, sleep, nourishment (including certain proteins, vitamins, and 

minerals), shelter from extremes of weather, and so on. Humans also need to mate, ~t 

least to survive in an evolutionary sense. One might even concede that humans are 

social, and need to be around other humans. However, this does not seem nearly 

adequate to tell us what humans need in order to live well. If we are to have a robust 
r 

account of flourishing which is to tell us how to live well or happily, we will need much 

more than this--it appears that we need an understanding of human nature which will tell 

us about these less physical needs as well as the required traits of character. 

There are two important things to bear in mind here. First of all, we require this 

not as part of an account of a characteristically human life, but rather as part of an 
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account of how we are to achieve what we all seek, that is, flourishing. We'll discuss 

whether this is a significant difference later. Secondly, and this turns out to be another 

possible problem, we don't require these traits in a merely instrumental sense; if the 

theory is to avoid being a form of character utilitarianism, virtue must be constitutive of 

and not merely instrumental to flourishing or happiness. 3 If it turns out to be 

implausible to maintain that these traits are not desired merely instrumentally, then we 

may have to retreat to a theory where virtue plays a smaller role. For now, however, 

let's continue to look at the connection between virtue and happiness, and to human 

psychology. 

Much of the contemporary virtue ethics literature assumes, I think, that human life 

can be given some fairly uncontroversial characterization which can be conceptually 

compartmentalized to facilitate a story about each of the virtues. Martha Nussbaum4 has 

the most developed account of this, and she attempts to give an objective account derived 

from features of humanness lying beneath local traditions, thereby combating the 

relativist denial of universal transcultural norms capable of criticizing local conceptions 

of the good. 

30f course, there's nothing wrong with trying to develop a character utilitarian 
theory. Such a theory has benefits (it need not try to prove that virtue is constitutive of 
happiness) as well as drawbacks (why not just go for straight utilitarianism?) However, 
I think it's quite clear that modern virtue ethicists wish to provide an alternative to illlY 
sort of utilitarian theory, and those philosophers who have explored character 
utilitarianism have been quite explicit about the sort of theory they have in mind. 

4 "Non-Relative Virtues: An Aristotelian Approach" in Midwest Studies in Philosophy, 
Vol. XIII. 
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The rejection of general algorithms and abstract rules in favor of an account of the 
good life based on specific modes of virtuous action is taken, by writers as 
otherwise diverse as Alasdair MacIntyre, Bernard Williams, and Philippa Foot, to 
be connected with the abandonment of the project of rationally justifying a single 
norm of flourishing life for and to all human beings and with a reliance, instead, on 
norms that are local both in origin and in application. (p. 33) 

Nussbaum takes her cue from Aristotle, who certainly did defend an objective 

account of the human good, and isolates spheres of action in which humans must make 

choices and act. Within each of these spheres, Aristotle asks what it is to choose and 

respond well. In each case, there may be several candidate accounts of this, and 

Aristotle goes on to offer a defense of some fuller, "thick" definition of the virtue (p. 

35). Aristotle begins, as Nussbaum explains, 

from a characterization of a sphere of universal experience and choice, introducing 
the virtue name as the name (as yet undefined) of whatever it is to choose 
appropriately in that area of experience. (p. 36) 

This means that the relativist can claim neither that a given society does not contain a 

particular virtue, nor that an individual can avoid a particular virtue/vice pair; "The point 

is that everyone makes some choices and acts somehow or other in these spheres" (p. 

36). Certainly any account of what acting properly consists in for each sphere or virtue 

will be controversial, but even those who disagree will be offering competing accounts 

of the same virtue. 

The reference of the virtue term in each case is fixed by the sphere of [grounding] 
experience ... The thin or "nominal definition" of the virtue will be, in each case, 
whatever it is that is being disposed to choose and respond well consists in, in that 
sphere. The job of ethical theory will be to search for the best further specification 
corresponding to this nominal definition, and to produce a full definition. (p. 36) 
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For example, humans are by nature social creatures, and thus they require some 

ways of getting along with their fellow humans and distributing scarce resources. Thus 

(to make a very long story short), they require a virtue which may be called justice, and 

which might be spelled out in various ways.s Similarly, humans are vulnerable and live 

in a world in which they are sometimes (perhaps often) in danger, and thus a virtue like 

courage is required, so that they may act well in the face of danger, and face the danger 

if necessary. 

How does this relate to flourishing? To begin with, it nicely parallels the method 

by which value theory virtue ethicists attempt to understand happiness. Beginning with 

the premise that we all seek happiness--or more properly, that happiness is the thing 

which we all seek6--value theory virtue ethicists such as Aristotle attempt to argue for 

some minimal formal specifications of this concept, and from there argue for a particular 

full or "thick" conception of what happiness is. Likewise, the account of the virtues 

begins with the ubiquity of the spheres of human life they cover, and attempts to argue 

for a specific thick conception of each. 

5More about the potential for relativism in the "spelling out" later. 

6Keep in mind that this "premise" is meant by the virtue ethicists to be very minimal 
and non-controversial. Another way of phrasing it is to say that we are all goal-oriented; 
Aquinas, intending the same thing, said that we all seek the (apparent) good. Nothing 
substantive is meant by saying that what we all seek is happiness; this is merely the name 
that we can (presumably) agree on, whose meaning must be filled in later, for the end 
of all our actions. 



197 

The connection between the virtues and flourishing is, of course, even more intimate 

than a parallelism. Since we all (with few exceptions) have to choose and act within 

these spheres, and since we all want to do well or flourish, then we must develop and 

exemplify the relevant virtues. If I do not develop these virtues, I will not flourish, for 

I will not make (except by colossal accident) the correct decisions within these spheres.7 

If, moreover, I do not understand that flourishing requires (consists in?) choosing well 

within these spheres--if, for example, I think instead that flourishing requires amassing 

money or involves having pleasant sensations--then I also will not flourish, for I will 

have mistaken the true nature of my goal. Or at least that's what virtue ethicists want 

to say about this. But is such an assertion justified, and does flourishing really consist 

in virtue? Nussbaum and Hursthouse give us some idea of the sort of story value theory 

virtue ethics will want to tell about happiness, virtue, and human psychology. Let's look 

at the main challenges to this story, and attempt to fill in the details more by way of 

responding to those challenges. 

Two Challenges 

Of course, the thesis of value theory virtue ethics is that the virtues--acting 

appropriately within the spheres of human life--are not mere instruments to the goal of 

managing to act appropriately, which will bring happiness. Rather, it is the non-

7There is a further story to be told about how having the virtues permits or guides 
one to make the correct decision, and we will turn to this story later. 
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instrumental appropriate acting and feeling itself within these diverse realms of human 

action which constitutes success and happiness. The virtues are the vehicle as well as 

the goal, for doing well in them constitutes doing well at living as a human; we cannot 

achieve happiness idly as a mere result of having earlier acted appropriately, as a sort 

of golden retirement bonus. The end and the means form an identity. 

This seems rather counterintuitive. Why should we need to act well in situations of 

danger, other than instrumentally? Isn't the goal to overcome the danger and thus live 

to do other things, rather to simply be courageous? Why would courage (and the other 

virtues) constitute flourishing, rather than simply being instrumentally valuable for it? 

This is the challenge of character utilitarianism or egoism; it denies the identification of 

happiness with virtue and instead asserts that virtue is merely instrumental to happiness. 

There has been some interest in developing a contemporary character utilitarian theory, 

and we can look to the Epicureans for a version of character egoism.8 IfvaIue theory 

virtue ethicists can't convincingly argue that virtue constitutes flourishing, then they will 

have to be content ·with adopting one of these other sorts of theory, or else switching to 

human nature virtue ethics, which need not make any such claims about the foundational 

role of happiness in moral theory. Can value theory virtue ethics overcome this 

problem? Little has been done to attempt it--Nussbaum and Hursthouse hardly seem 

conscious of the problem, and seem to use instrumentalist language--but I will sketch the 

8Albeit a rather strange one; most people today (or even in the time of Epicurus) 
aren't likely to accept that the greatest happiness is nothing but the null state, an absence 
of pain and frustration. 
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way I think the argument must go. As we shall see, this problem actually presents two 

challenges for value theory virtue ethics. 

Act utilitarianism and act egoism embody the assumption that acts, or a focus on 

acts, are the best way to produce happiness--as opposed to a focus on rules or character. 

The rule versions of those theories hold that it's more effective to pursue happiness by 

following rules, but of course this won't always be the case and many philosophers have 

argued that rule utilitarianism collapses into act utilitarianism because it's irrational to 

follow the rules in those cases where utility is better maximized by breaking them. The 

character versions of these theories hold that an emphasis on traits of character will better 

maximize utility (or happiness), and of course the same sort of problem seems to arise; 

why develop and act on character traits which will not always maximize utility? The key 

to the problematic status of rules or character, for this criticism, is their instrumental 

status; the rules or character traits are only understood as instruments for achieving 

happiness, and thus it seems most rational to abandon those tools when they don't do so. 

Value theory virtue ethics denies that character traits are mere instruments. Rather, 

it holds that the character traits which are virtues are constitutive of happiness. If virtues 

are understood in this way, then there seems to be no problem about being virtuous when 

it does not maximize happiness, because there is no happiness-creating alternative to 

virtue. Unfortunately, the tradeoff is that this just seems implausible; our common-sense 

notion of virtue does seem to indicate that it may require sacrifices of happiness. 

However, it's important to note that it may be more or less implausible depending on 
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whether we allow for other-regarding virtues which could be self-sacrificing. If the 

scope of virtue ethics is both self- and other-regarding, it's not entirely implausible to 

suggest that abandoning virtue cannot lead to greater happiness; even though it may make 

me more happy, it will make others less so. If we have a robust, revisionary account 

of what happiness is, the claim might be made even more plausible. 

However, this just goes to show that, if we accept that virtue constitutes happiness, 

the implications aren't so wildly implausible. It does nothing to show that it's at all 

plausible that virtue does constitute (self- or other-regarding) happiness, rather than 

standing in an instrumental relation to it. This threatens to tum virtue ethics into 

character utilitarianism or egoism. Ancient virtue ethicists may be of some help in 

responding to this. 

The first challenge, I think, is to argue that an emphasis on character traits is 

somehow a better producer of happiness than is an emphasis on acts or rules. The 

second challenge is to argue that, in fact, character traits produce happiness 

constituitively rather than instrumentally. (For the moment, we need not worry about 

how other things besides virtue fit into happiness.) The first gets us to character 

utilitarianism or egoism, and the second beyond that to actual virtue ethics. Both tie in, 

I think, to formal notions about what happiness must be, and both instrumental and non

instrumental arguments about what happiness couldn't be, as well as to certain alleged 

psychological facts; given these, character traits seem like the best way to achieve 

happiness, and indeed they constitute happiness. 
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We'll take each challenge in tum. I'm going to grant certain bourgeois assumptions 

about the basic character of happiness, in order to see whether, given those assumptions, 

a plausible case could be made for value theory virtue ethics. This is because I think that 

the later stage of the argument which seeks to show that virtue actually constitutes 

happiness seems, on the face of it, so implausible to modern ears that if we can't tell a 

reasonable story about it given those assumptions, it seems unlikely that we ever will in 

the absence of those assumptions. Again, the goal here is not to prove a certain form 

of virtue ethics or even to give a complete virtue theory, but rather to see what form 

virtue ethics might or should take. To that end, let's see if value theory virtue ethics can 

be further developed. 

Why Virtue Rather Than Acts or Rules? 

The enlightened act utilitarian or egoist might agree with a particular vision of the 

happy life, and yet hardly be convinced that virtue will provide, much less constitute, it. 

She might argue that enlightened egoists, for example, are likely to hold that happiness 

involves a modicum of material goods, but more importantly good friends, security, 

health, a rewarding family and work life, and so on. These sources of happiness are 

much more in the control of most people than are great wealth or power, and are also 

more stable and less ephemeral. Being an enlightened egoist, she will (perhaps) see that 

pursuing these sorts of things is more likely to lead to long-term happiness. Of course, 

even these are not completely within our control nor completely stable, and we'll discuss 



202 

the objective character of happiness later. However, let's grant the controversial 

assumption that the way of life we've envisioned, involving things like friends, career, 

family, and perhaps political life, tends to be more conducive to happiness, and see if we 

can get from here to the instrumental and eventually constitutive value of virtue, since 

the latter stage of the argument seems the most implausible. 

Virtue ethicists, would, I think, grant that the way of life described is not so 

different from the one they recommend. But, first of all, why would virtue be the best 

way to secure these things, and secondly why isn't virtue merely instrumentally valuable? 

It's possible to go two different routes here. First of all, the virtue ethicist might deny 

that securing these things (friendship, health, etc.) is a goal for virtue; virtue itself is the 

goal, and never mind these still-worldly things. This seems even more harsh than 

Stoicism, and I won't pursue it further. The second route admits that virtue has these 

things as a goal, but still insists that virtue itself primarily or wholly constitutes 

happiness. (We'll discuss in Chapter Seven whether, assuming this to be true, the 

virtuous person uses these external goals as a mere means to her end of achieving 

happiness in the exercise of virtue.) 

If virtue is meant to help secure these sorts of things, it seems certain that non-moral 

virtues will have to be included. Having meaningful work and good health, for example, 

involve mostly non-moral virtues. Since many contemporary virtue ethicists argue that 

the moral/non-moral distinction must be jettisoned, this is not a major obstacle. 

Moreover, confining the virtues to traditional moral virtues is likely to involve the virtue 
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ethicist in begging the question or sneaking in deontological concepts of right and wrong. 

Furthermore, to argue that virtue constitutes happiness may seem less counter-intuitive 

if the non-moral (and often self-regarding) virtues are included. 

But why is the focus on character traits rather than acts more conducive to 

happiness? To see this, it's useful first to see why rule utilitarians reject the focus on 

acts. Peter Railton summarizes this succinctly: 

We need rules in moral life because it is a poor idea to send moral agents into the 
world without the guidance they afford. Moral decisions often involve complex 
problems that call for large amounts of information and stable, coordinated 
responses. Further, individuals inevitably slant deliberation in their own favor. If 
moral agents were left to their own devices it would be worse overall than if they 
were to follow rules of the kind that would be chosen on broadly utilitarian 
grounds.9 

Character utilitarianism argues that it's a poor idea to send agents into the world 

without firm traits of character. These character traits, or virtues, help the agent to act 

correctly because they focus on emotion and motivation. Without the emotional and 

motivation structure which support correct action, an agent is often likely to do the 

wrong thing, even if she knows that it is the wrong thing. Her own, often selfish desires 

or weakness of will get in the way. The focus on the development of character helps 

gradually change the things she desires or receives pleasure from, and provides a model 

for overcoming weakness of will by gradually changing habits. Those who intellectually 

adopt act utilitarianism don't automatically translate their beliefs into action, and a focus 

911Thinking about Character and Utilitarianism, II in Midwest Studies in Philosophy, 
Vol. XIII, 1988, p. 299. 
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on character helps this take place. While rule utilitarianism can be criticized on the 

grounds that we need the information which the theory says act utilitarians lack in order 

to decide which rules are best to formulate and follow,lO character utilitarianism need 

not fall to a parallel objection. Insofar as it gives an account of how the emotional and 

motivational structure lacking in act utilitarianism can be acquired with the emphasis on 

character. Act utilitarianism provides an account of what we should act for, but ignores 

problems about what we act from. 

This leads to another complaint about act utilitarianism's lack of an account of what 

we act from. This complaint is closer to the rule utilitarian complaint that the focus on 

acts leaves the agent trying to process too much information at once, but goes beyond 

it. A character utilitarian may grant that we sometimes must rely on rules of thumb. 

However, act and rule utilitarians have unrealistic models of information processing and 

decision making if they think this is the best we can do. The expert doesn't have to rely 

on rules--in fact, doing so can be rather slow, and rules can't possibly take everything 

into account. Some of the literature on, or rather against, Artificial Intelligence supports 

this. Hubert and Herbert Dreyfus, for example, argue against the calculative or rule-

based rationality, which is more appropriate to beginners, and in favor of non-rule based 

judgement and intuition. 11 While a utilitarian theory might rely on these things too, it 

lOSee Railton, p. 399. 

IIPor example, Herbert Dreyfus, Hubert Dreyfus, and Tom Athanasiou, "Intuition 
vs. Computer-Type Rationality," in Computers, Ethics, and Society, ed. David Ermann, 
Mary Williams, and Claudio Guiterrez (New York: Oxford University Press, 1990), esp. 
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certainly doesn't give an account of them or how they are developed, and it's known for 

instead for it's emphasis on calculative rationality. Moreover, and this is what gets us 

to character utilitarianism, the development of a capacity to process information in order 

to make utilitarian decisions better and more quickly may be the development of a virtue. 

Relying on non-rule based judgment and acting from a well-developed virtue may be 

quicker and perhaps even more reliable than calculating costs and benefits. The virtuous 

person doesn't have to think through all the options before she acts. If someone is in 

danger, she can quickly judge whether she might be in a position to help, and simply 

does so out of courage, rather than calculating the likely costs and benefits of doing so. 

Contemporary virtue ethicists have argued that most moral theories either employ 

an unrealistic model of human psychology and especially of motivation, or else ignore 

such issues entirely. If my goal is to improve my health, my best bet is not to see each 

morning of exercise as a discrete act which I must do as a means to my goal. Any given 

morning it's not terribly important that I exercise, and an hour of exercise makes a 

vanishingly small improvement in my health. Rather, my morning of exercise is part of 

an overall pattern of action on my part to achieve better health, and it is engaging in this 

whole pattern of exercising most mornings which makes a significant improvement in my 

health. Moreover, achieving this overall pattern of behavior is a difficult thing to 

motivate myself to do. However, as it becomes a habit to me, my motivational problems 

decrease. Indeed, I derive an increasing amount of pleasure from exercising, and 

172. 

--------------- ---
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eventually view it as an end in its own right, apart from the benefits to my health. When 

it comes to moderation in eating, I may view dieting as forbearing from eating more than 

a certain number of calories a day. On the other hand, I might decide not to diet but 

instead to work at developing more healthy eating habits. Not only is the latter approach 

more effective, but I have never come to view dieting as enjoyable, although I do 

eventually feel that way about healthier eating habits. 

This may be all well and good for matters of my own health, but what does it have 

to do with morality? Of course, if the moral/non-moral distinction is dropped, it may 

be relevant to virtue ethics. But what about the more important cases which other 

theories would identify as moral issues? Acts that the virtue ethicist would characterize 

as courageous may be called for in other moral theories. Suppose the act utilitarian is 

called upon to protect another person from an assailant. Of course, if resistance is likely 

to meet with great unhappiness (say, the assailant, if angered, will kill both the victim 

and her rescuer), then the potential rescuer should not act. If, however, the benefits of 

helping seem to outweigh the likely costs, then she should help. 

Contemporary virtue ethicists complain that utilitarianism comes to this situation 

with unrealistic models of moral motivation, development, and decision-making. There 

are three problems here: (l) Losing the opportunity to help by standing around trying to 

calculate whether she should or not. The other two problems are not about the decision 

process at all. They are (2) supposing that she will do what is best, and (3) ignoring 

what motive it is done from. This last complaint refers back to Stocker's charge of 
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schizophrenia. If the rescuer helps out of hope for reward, this is on a par with helping 

out of genuine concern, or helping merely out of duty. 

A character-oriented approach is supposed to be superior because ethical action is 

acknowledged to come out of certain character traits which may be more or less 

developed, and whose development we have substantial control over--but only in the long 

run, and only by habituating ourselves. The potential rescuer who is paralyzed with fear 

or failure to make a decision quickly enough may blame herself for not being more 

courageous, and may work to develop her courage, initially in situations requiring only 

a little courage. The utilitarian, it is claimed, is only left with an intellectualist resolve 

to maximize happiness and inadequate equipment to figure out how best to do so. 

Utilitarianism fails to take account of her emotional and motivational structure and her 

decision-making process, and the way in which these things can be changed over time. 

The instrumental justification for an emphasis on character claims, as Railton puts 

it, that "The best way to achieve good results almost always involves taking seriously the 

development of firm character, where 'taking seriously' includes embracing a character 

even though it will sometimes lead to wrong action. ,,12 Contemporary virtue ethicists 

have repeatedly argued that ignoring character and motivation is unrealistic and 

unfruitful. However, as I mentioned earlier, even if this argument is convincing, alone 

it only gets us to character utilitarianism or character egoism, which are subject to the 

same sort of criticism as the rule versions of the theories: why should there be a slavish 

12Ibid., p. 403. 
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adherence to character when acting out of character may sometimes be more conducive 

to happiness? At this point, Stocker's charge of schizophrenia might be used as a 

defense. Requiring an agent to act out of character requires her to be schizophrenic, and 

is itself a dangerous thing. If I act of out character once I've developed a good character 

trait, I may damage the trait that I've worked hard to develop, and may cause inner 

conflict, especially if I've adopted the trait (fitness, for example) as an end in itself. 

However, regardless of these two dangers, we sometimes do require people to act 

out of character for their own good. For example, when Joe broke his knee playing 

racquetball, he complained bitterly about not being able to exercise for over a month, and 

it may have also been difficult for him to get back into the habit of exercising regularly 

once he healed. Likewise, a courageous person may sometimes have to run from danger. 

There are two different ways of looking at this. The first says that these people have 

acted out of character for the sake of greater happiness--the equivalent of a rule utilitarian 

breaking a rule in order to maximize happiness in a particular situation. The second says 

that true courage does sometimes involve running away, and exercise habits involve 

taking it easy when you've been injured--the virtues are more complex than most people 

understand. 

Aristotle would want to take the second option. He argues that only the foolhardy 

stand and fight in all situations, and that courage sometimes requires running away. This 

view will require a more complex account of virtue, and a sophisticated account of 

phronesis or reasoned judgement--an account which might sometimes push at our 
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intuitions about virtue in order to always be aimed at happiness. (This account would 

probably involve making a distinction between habit and virtue; you might break your 

habit but not go against the virtue that your habit has helped create.) Even if one took 

the first option, however, it may still be fairly rare for happiness to require acting out 

of character, so long as we factor in the costs of being required to do so. I don't plan 

to resolve that dispute here. However, if the move from act to character utilitarianism 

or egoism is sufficiently motivated, the danger of the theory collapsing back into the act 

version seems more remote. And as we noted before, if virtue constitutes happiness then 

there are no other happiness-producing alternatives. Whether these last two things are 

so remains to be seen in the next section. 

We have an argument, or rather the sketch of an argument, that act utilitarianism 

or egoism should move to a character-oriented approach. Virtue ethicists argue that if 

a morality of happiness is going to demand acts of courage, benevolence, and justice, 

then it's more psychologically realistic to view those acts as part of character traits 

which, with effort and practice, may be developed over time. Character utilitarians or 

egoists and value theory virtue ethicists would do well to develop this argument further, 

and to expose the assumptions which act utilitarians make about the form that happiness 

must take--especially in view of their avowed subjectivist views on happiness. We'll 

examine these assumptions briefly in the next section. However, the main question for 

us now is whether we're likely to find an argument that, given the importance of (moral 
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and non-moral) virtue in achieving happiness, virtue actually constitutes happiness. This, 

I think, is the more difficult argument to make. 

Why Is Virtue Constitutive of Happiness? 

The first step in showing that virtue constitutes happiness might be to appeal to the 

ancient idea that happiness must be active rather than passive; it's a matter of doing 

rather than having or being. Aristotle and the Stoics, as we have seen in Chapter Four, 

argue that happiness must be an activity, and Socrates also says in the Euthydemus 

protreptic "that one must not only possess ... good things, but also use them, if one is to 

be happy .... No benefit is gained from possession alone. ,,13 To be of use and to bring 

happiness, says Socrates, things must be put to use wisely, for otherwise they are no 

good to us at all. Moreover, virtue involves both action and feeling--or so Aristotle says, 

and I think that many virtue ethicists would agree with this. 

As we noted before, modern or utilitarian happiness is fairly discrete, additive, need 

not be internal, may be provided by others, and its duration may be brief. Ancient virtue 

ethicists, on the other hand, hold that happiness is complete, self-sufficient, active, and 

internal, as must contemporary virtue ethicists if they wish to maintain that virtue is the 

best route to happiness. We've discussed the claims of completeness and self-sufficiency. 

In the absence of charges that happiness is not self-sufficient because something further 

13Euthydemus 280d. In Early Socratic Dialogues, ed. Trevor J. Saunders. London: 
Penguin, 1987. 
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is required for the good life, we'll take these two assumptions for granted. But why 

must true happiness be active and internal? Some of the ancient arguments for these 

features are instrumentalist, and thus are relevant to the instrumentalist arguments for a 

focus on virtue rather than acts or rules. Other elements of the ancient arguments on this 

subject are useful in the considering the reasons for moving from an instrumental to a 

constitutive relation between virtue and happiness. 

In order to rule out other conceptions of happiness and to argue for happiness as 

active and internal, Socrates, Aristotle and the Stoics argued against the alternatives on 

several instrumental and intuitive grounds, as we saw in Chapter Four. To summarize: 

first, external material goods are poor candidates for happiness because we often have 

little control of them throughout our lifetime. Moreover, external goods do not make us 

happy if we cannot use them, and use them well. Second, non-material external goods 

such as power and fame are notoriously ephemeral and unreliable because they depend 

too much on other people. Again, moreover, they only bring happiness when used and 

used well. Third, money is desired for the sake of acquiring more of these material 

goods, and is not reliable producer of happiness. Fourth, even pleasure is desired for 

the sake of happiness. Moreover, pleasure is unreliable and the things that please us are 

often conflicting in a person who lacks the virtues. 14 

These largely instrumental and intuitive arguments are meant to show that happiness 

must be internal rather than external and active rather than passive. They form an 

14Ethics 1099alO-15. 
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argurnent from elimination. If happiness is none of these things, and it isn't pleasure, 

virtue is the only major candidate left. 15 

However, if there are only instrumental and intuitive reasons for happiness being 

active and internal, the account is left open to three objections: (1) even if such things 

are ephemeral or difficult to control, this does not show that they don't genuinely create 

happiness when they are achieved, or that virt.uous activity is any more enduring and 

controllable. Instrumental arguments may well show that the sort of life a virtue ethicist 

might endorse--say one involving (virtuous activity in) friendship, family, career, and 

politicallife--isn't very effective at producing happiness, because losing them can be so 

painful. We'll consider this objection further below. (2) If by chance of birth wealth 

and fame seem to come easily to me, then why shouldn't I revel in them? The person 

who's born a Kennedy could reliably have enduring, controllable happiness if she defines 

it as money, power, or material goods. (3) Mere instrumental arguments are inadequate 

to rule out many noxious conceptions of happiness. For example, if I take joy in 

sornething like counting blades of grass or collecting pornography, my happiness may 

well be controllable and enduring. 

These three objections require an appeal to an objective account of happiness. The 

latter objection brings us within the standard literature on value theory and rationality. 

The virtue ethicist may appeal to this literature, with an eye to defending her conception 

of happiness as objectively active and internal. We'll discuss the connection between 

15 Aristotle's arguments against pleasure can also be applied to preference-satisfaction. 
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virtute ethics and value theory in the next chapter; it's not surprising that a theory which 

gives an objective account of happiness would also give objective accounts of rationality 

and value. However, for now let's set aside these three related objections and further 

consider the claims that happiness must have the features listed above, and that character 

utilitarianism is thus insufficient. 

It's important to note that utilitarianism also makes assumptions about what sort of 

thing happiness is. If what constitutes happiness were completely subjective, completely 

up to the individual, then it seems far from obvious that an act-oriented approach would 

be the best way to pursue every person's conception of happiness. Utilitarian happiness 

is only subjective within the range of pleasure or preference-satisfaction. Utilitarians do 

give arguments for interpreting happiness as pleasure, preference-satisfaction, etc., and 

we need to see that those arguments may well lean us in the direction of acts, or rather 

of rules or character (or perhaps a combination or some other alternative). Thus, until 

we have some knowledge of the form happiness takes for everyone, it seems impossible 

to show that one sort of approach to pursuing happiness will be most effective. If we 

can't make generalizations about the form happiness takes for everyone, then we won't 

be able to make any generalizations about whether acts, rules, or character are the best 

means of achieving happiness. Recently, most people have assumed that utilitarians and 

economists are right about the general form which happiness takes. However, intuitions 
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to the contrary are common; witness the cliche that happiness comes from within, and 

most people are willing to distinguish between happiness and pleasure. 

In the case of friends, the claims that happiness must be active and has an emotional 

component seems plausible. If I have friends but never see them or hear from them for 

years and years, they don't contribute much to my happiness. Indeed, if our friendship 

is not more active than that, I may cease to count them as friends. (Of course, a 

friendship can be long-distance and still be active, although we're more limited in what 

we an do with and for one another.) The happiness friendship creates is mostly active; 

the source of the happiness is not the fact of the friendship itself, but rather our doing 

things with and for one another. If our friendship is active but we don't enjoy doing 

things with and for one another, again, we may cease to be friends. If I either do nothing 

with or for them, or feel nothing (or worse) when I am doing something with them, then 

they are of little use to my happiness. Similarly, it seems to me that being healthy in 

itself isn't much of a source of happiness, except as a contrast to the alternative (unless 

you're an Epicurean and think that the absence of pain is the ultimate in happiness). 

Rather, doing the things that tend to keep you healthy, like exercising, are more 

happiness-producing--when they have become an integrated part of our character. The 

other things that good health allows you to do may also be more happiness-producing, 

especially when the habit is not fully integrated or the alternatives are even more 

worthwhile. 
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Another objection might concede that happiness must be an activity, but that it 

certainly need not be virtue; the virtues (if the previous step of our argument goes 

through) are mere instruments in pursuing the activities which constitute virtue. Perhaps 

the example of friendship seemed plausible, but what about courage? Surely courage is 

an instrumental virtue if anything is. As Nussbaum says, I need courage because humans 

often face dangerous situations, and must face them well in order, sometimes, to simply 

survive. Surely survival here is the value and the source of my happiness, rather than 

the practice of the virtue that allows me to survive, and to go on to do other things. If 

courage were the real value, then I'd go out looking for tigers so that I could enjoy my 

own courageousness, and this is obviously silly. After I've fought the tiger, I say 

"Thank god I made it! I hope I never have to go through that again!" and not "Gee, that 

was fun. Next?" Perhaps friendship is a case where the virtue must be active and also 

constitutes happiness, but it's implausible that this is the case with most virtues. 

How can the virtue ethicist respond to this challenge? First of all, I think she'd say 

that although most people don't go seeking opportunities to be courageous, people do 

seek opportunities to use or develop other virtues; they join political groups, sit on 

committees, welcome new people as friends, learn about new opportunities to give to 

charity or volunteer their time, and so on. Beyond a certain point, one's life is as full 

as it can be without sacrificing other things, and sometimes one has to avoid new 

opportunities for virtuous action and feeling. Secondly, most of us don't go looking for 

tigers, but many people go rock-climbing, bungee jumping, or work for a volunteer fire 
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department. Most people don't have courage to such levels that they would find doing 

these things enjoyable (or feel sufficient need to develop their courage to such a level); 

those people might instead spend that time doing something else which may well be more 

worthwhile. 16 Were we all equal in all virtues, it might not make a difference to us, 

but virtue ethics usually acknowledges that no one is totally virtuous and that we differ 

in our best traits. Few of us excel in courage, or at least courage in the face of physical 

danger, and so we choose our careers and hobbies to reflect what we do enjoy, or what 

we think we could come to enjoy as our skill grows. 

However, one might still object that the virtues are merely instrumental to, for 

example, being politically active or climbing rocks, and the real source of happiness is 

in the activity (which requires but is not the same as the exercise of virtue). It's difficult 

to separate the activity from the virtues it uses, since virtue involves both activity and 

emotion. A virtue ethicist might argue that having the proper emotions regarding one's 

activity is crucial to one's happiness; if you go rock climbing despite being terrified, it 

probably won't bring you happiness, and if you're politically active (perhaps out of a 

sense of duty) even though you hate politics, it probably won't bring you happiness 

either. Furthermore, for the activity to bring you happiness it must be done well rather 

than poorly. 

Hi-That's the second time that I've characterized one virtuous activity as more or less 
worthwhile than another. Hursthouse, of course, asserts that any reasonable moral 
theory must appeal to such concepts, and that virtue ethics certainly does so. We'll 
explore the notion of the worthwhile soon when we talk about the objective content of 
happiness. 
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But is this true? I certainly enjoy singing, and consider it to be an important part 

of the good life. Unfortunately for any audience I have, I'm very bad at it. Whatever 

virtues singing involves, discipline and so on, it's pretty obvious to anyone trained in 

music that I'm sorely lacking in them. Even if I had the relevant virtues, it seems as 

though the singing and not the virtues themselves are the source of happiness. I engage 

in many activities which I'm quite bad at, and still I think my life would be much less 

happy, much poorer, without them. Moreover, I don't have the time to take up training 

in even a fraction of these things; I'll probably die a lousy singer, and even with years 

of lessons I could never be more than a mediocre ballerina. But these activities seem to 

bring me no less happiness than other ones I'm better at, and it seems as though 

engaging in the activity itself, rather than any virtues I exercise, is the source of my 

happiness. Indeed, I might claim that the reason I bothered to develop the relevant 

virtues was because I already enjoyed that particular activity; few people would develop 

the virtues or skills necessary for their career if they didn't already enjoy doing that sort 

of thing. A virtue ethicist might counter that we like doing what we're already somewhat 

good at; students who are lousy at philosophy usually don't like doing it, and the ones 

who are good at it often enjoy it. So, if you chose your career because it was something 

that you enjoyed, that was probably because you were already pretty good at the skills 

it requires, or because nothing else really challenged them. However, to defeat all 

possible cases of this, virtue ethics must hold that the activity is a source of enjoyment 

while the virtue is, or in a complete life will be, the source of happiness. A distinction 
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between enjoyment and/or pleasure, and happiness, seems necessary to keep virtue ethics 

from being too counter-intuitive about our reasons for doing things. 

The primary objection here is that happiness is caused by engaging in activities, and 

not by virtuous activity and feeling. This suggests three possible cases. In the first, I 

don't have the relevant virtue but I'm happy nonetheless. Virtue ethics may either 

respond by saying that there's some (possibly hidden) virtue which I'm exercising and 

which is causing my happiness, or it may instead say that I'm not happy at all. My 

singing may come from happiness, joy, or even negative emotions rather than resulting 

in it; singing, dancing, and other forms of artistic activity are often expressive of rather 

than productive or constitutive of emotions. Likewise, watching or looking at artistic 

endeavors (as well as participating in them) is often evocative of certain emotions. 

Although we should expect these activities to be associated with happiness and other 

emotions, they need not constitute happiness and thus virtue. Furthermore, since for 

virtue ethics, happiness is not a momentary thing but rather occurs over a complete life, 

it makes sense to say that I enjoy singing but that it doesn't actually make me.hmmy; 

rather, it is pleasant or enjoyable. 

In the second case, I have the virtue but am not thereby made happy. For example, 

if! must learn to parachute and eventually do so courageously, but never find happiness 

in it. In this case, virtue ethics can either say that I don't really have the relevant virtue, 

or that I do and that I'm happy even though I don't realize it (much as you can be in love 

without realizing it). Again, since happiness occurs over a complete lifetime, it's not the 
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sort of thing one can expect as a result of each single instance of virtue, a point which 

we'll pursue shortly. This implies that I may have the virtue but not be happy. Another 

way to argue for the same conclusion would be to explain how different virtuous people 

may legitimately (within the theory) have different emotional responses within the 

accepted range. Thus, courageously parachuting may make you happy, but it's ho-hum 

for me. Finally, perhaps happiness is not especially appropriate for some exercises of 

virtue, or perhaps happiness is not constituted by the exercise of any single virtue. An 

account of the emotions appropriate for a virtue such as courage, or for any single virtue, 

is desirable. Why should courageously fighting off a thief make me happy (as opposed 

to merely relieved)?17 

Another example for this second case is the reluctant philosopher king, or perhaps 

the reluctant dean or department chair, who has all the ruling virtues but who nonetheless 

rules reluctantly (because no one else is fit to rule), and who insists that it does not result 

in a life of happiness. This is even more of a challenge because it may be over a long 

period of time. Supposing that this person really does have and exercise the ruling 

virtues, then virtue ethics must insist that they are happy without knowing it. However, 

the best response is to deny that this person really has the virtues. Virtue involves both 

action and emotion. If I'm somehow able to be a good king despite the fact that I 

despise people, I probably will not find happiness in my job. Even if I act the part well, 

17To say that happiness is an emotion stretches virtue ethics' account of happiness a 
bit, although it's a perfectly natural way of speaking. 



220 

I am not virtuous if I do not have the correct emotions, because emotions are an integral 

part of virtue. The training of emotions and outward behavior do not always proceed at 

the same pace. 

In the third case, I have the virtue and am happy, but maintain that the virtue is not 

the source of my happiness. Virtue ethics must maintain that I am mistaken. The 

response to this case returns to the distinction between happiness and enjoyment, and the 

argument that happiness occurs over a complete life rather than a short period of time. 

Even if I do have the virtue and use it, that alone does not constitute happiness; 

happiness is constituted by the whole rather than the part, and one virtue is not the 

whole. Thus, whatever activity I engage in, the best I can hope for is that (a) it will give 

me pleasure, and for this it need not be virtuously done, and (b) that it will contribute 

to a life of virtue, which will constitute happiness. 

In each case, virtue ethics must avoid holding the claim that happiness consists in 

a life of virtuous activity and emotion as unfalsifiable dogma. If the theory immediately 

responds that the person who has the virtue must be happy, and the person who doesn't 

have the virtue must not be happy, any evidence to the contrary notwithstanding, then 

it is no better than psychological egoism. Thus, virtue ethicists would do well to gather 

some empirical evidence (even of an informal nature), and see whether their theory can 

make sense of it. Because virtue ethics claims that we are sometimes wrong about what 

makes us happy and when we are happy, this is rather difficult to do well. However, 

it is necessary if the allegedly "objective" account of happiness is to be based in reality. 
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Again, virtue ethics can argue that happiness involves both activity and emotion, as 

well as certain external goods (the weak position), to support the claim that happiness 

consists in virtue. Although common sense may tell us that we can't be happy on the 

rack or without any material things, it also tells us that a person locked in the pleasure 

dome of Kublai Khan with all the things she could ever want may yet be miserable as 

well. Happiness requires some material goods, but it seems to involve using them. 

Robert Nozick's example of an "experience machine" which would allow us to have the 

internal experience or sensation of doing things (and the illusion that we are doing them) 

while merely being passively hooked up to a machine seems to support this. "We want 

to do certain things, and not just have the experience of doing them. "18 Common sense 

does support the idea that living a happy and satisfying life crucially involves activity. 

Conversely, if we were hooked up to the reverse of Nozick's experience machine through 

which we did many wonderful things, such as inventing a cure for cancer, but had no 

experience of them and/or had no feelings regarding them, common sense supports virtue 

ethics in saying that this would not be a happy and satisfying life, even though our 

accomplishments themselves may have value. 19 If we view the good things in our life 

as mere products to be had, or as states of affairs, then we miss out on the real source 

of happiness, which is in using them and having the proper attitudes toward them. And 

it is the virtues which are meant to govern us in action and feeling. Virtue ethics 

18Anarchy, State, and Utopia, p. 43. New York: Basic Books, 1974. 

19 Aristotle also makes this point at 1099al-5. 
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attempts to integrate act, emotion, and intellect or reason20 in the moral and non-moral 

virtues. 

To return to an objection mentioned before, what makes activity more controllable 

and less ephemeral than the alternatives? It may be difficult for a handicapped person 

to engage in enough activities to make herself independent of the constant care of others, 

much less to engage in other activities that we might intuitively think make up the good 

life. Even for a person who is not handicapped, activities can be beyond our control and 

quite ephemeral. I might find happiness in mountain climbing, but once I've scaled the 

summit and returned the activity is over until the next time. Let's consider the latter 

point first. 

Isn't activity often as ephemeral, or even more so, than external things? After all, 

when I'm exhausted from having climbed the mountain and capable of doing nothing but 

resting, my Jaguar is still sitting in the driveway. This objection misunderstands virtue 

ethics' conception of the form happiness takes. Virtue ethics assumes that happiness 

occurs over a complete life, rather than in discrete pieces. We're more concerned with 

20S0 far we've mainly discussed action and emotion; the role of intellect will be 
addressed soon. Certainly there are intellectual virtues, which I consider to be only one 
class of non-moral virtues. (Other non-moral virtues might include moderation in 
exercise and eating.) Moreover, the intellect (more precisely, rational judgment or 
phronesis) plays an important role in the other virtues; for example, in telling when or 
what courage or benevolence is called for. 
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how we've done overall by the end rather than whether navigating each obstacle is 

making us happy, or whether navigating the next one will do so. 

The happiness created through virtue requires both action and feeling. Secondly, 

happiness is not some further consequence of these actions and feeling--"I acted this way 

while feeling that way, and then that made me )lappy." Rather, virtue constitutes 

happiness--"In acting this way while feeling that way, I thereby achieved happiness." 

However, the emphasis of virtue ethics on virtue in a complete life suggests that 

happiness is not meant to apply to every instance of virtue. Rather, when we look at a 

complete life of virtue we will see that, understood as a unity, it constituted happiness; 

happiness is going through the "obstacle course" only if it forms a coherent whole, and 

anyone obstacle, even if met with a virtuous response, may not itself be happiness

producing. So strictly speaking, in acting and feeling a certain way, you don't thereby 

achieve happiness. Rather, in living a life of acting and feeling a certain way, you lived 

a happy life. 

But why would this be so? If I can achieve happiness through acting and feeling a 

certain way, because virtue constitutes happiness, then why does happiness need to be 

over a complete life? Rock climbing may make me happy in my use of courage, 

strength, and so on, it would seem. I was, thus, happy climbing this afternoon, if 

happiness is virtue-use. I came home, disaster struck, and I was miserable the next day. 

Or what shall we say if I was, or at least seemed, virtuously happy until disaster struck 
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when I was 90? Perhaps I developed cancer and my children and grandchildren 

abandoned me. 

Aristotle, at least, wants to say that it's like a horse race; we can say whether you're 

in the lead or doing poorly, but the verdict isn't in until you cross the finish line (or 

even, for him, until a while after that). You can say "I'm living the good life" or "I'm 

happy" just like you can say "I'm winning the race," but you may have to revise your 

assessment--"Things were going well for me and I thought I was happy, and then disaster 

struck." It's rather like saying you thought you were in love until your lover left you. 

However, if virtue constitutes happiness, and I'm virtuous for 30 years, how can I not 

have been happy during those 30 years--even if I'm miserable now? Similarly, we might 

argue that you were indeed in love, if being in love is constituted by x, y, and z. For 

example, if you would have really been ready to sacrifice your life for him, and we say 

that that constitutes love, why did you not love him then even if you don't love him 

now? 

According to our modern conception of happiness, we can be happy for brief periods 

of time. But according to virtue ethics, happiness isn't a mere pleasurable sensation 

which may be turned (or go) on and off. Rather, it is constituted by not any specific use 

of virtue, but rather a life of virtue. It doesn't even make sense to an ancient ethicist to 

ask whether each use of virtue makes us happy, nor to ask whether are happy between 

our separate uses of virtue. Happiness simply isn't that sort of thing. I have to be ready 

to say that I thought was living a happy life, but I turned out to be wrong. 
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This isn't completely counterintuitive; for example, I might say that I thought I was 

having a great semester until I caught two of my best students cheating, and that ruined 

the whole thing. And of course Aristotle needn't say that any little setback at the end 

of a long life makes it an unhappy one; if I live to be 90 and my husband dies a year 

before me, that hardly means that my life was an unhappy one. However, if I find that 

things weren't as I thought they were--my husband was cheating on me for 40 years and 

my children and grandchildren whom I thought loved me abandon me--then along with 

Aristotle, intuition might say that my life was not happy after all, although it had seemed 

to be. 21 A distinction between happiness (which ranges over a complete life) and 

something like pleasure or enjoyment (which is temporary) is helpful here and elsewhere 

in the theory. If disaster strikes, my life has been mostly pleasant even though it turned 

out not to be happy. 22 

However, there is a danger here in extending the notion of happiness as virtue to a 

complete life. If happiness is something which can only be had over that period, then 

it doesn't look much like happiness any more. It certainly doesn't look like an emotion; 

instead, it begins to look more like the notion of a successful life. This isn't surprising, 

21Aristotle also uses the example of someone who "has good or evil of which he is 
not aware" (l100a20), suggesting that the sort of disaster which is most likely to 
significantly alter your happiness is that where what previously seemed to be the case 
was actually not--as where the family you thought loved you deserts you. 

22Aristotle says that, if you were a virtuous person and would otherwise have been 
happy but for the disaster, then the disaster won't mean that you had a positively 
unhappy life, but only that it was not happy. (llOla 7-10) 
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since in Greek the word eudaimonia means a combination of happiness and success. In 

modem times these two concepts have separated, and it's not at all clear that our 

intuitions identify a successful life with a happy one. Perhaps it's misleading in modern 

terms, however, to call this "happiness" if what we mean is much closer to the modern 

meaning of "success." Although I argued above that a backwards revisionary notion of 

happiness isn't completely counter-intuitive, that may not be very comforting. 

Contemporary value theory virtue ethics might reject the ancient notion that happiness 

occurs only over a complete life, while still rejecting the utilitarian idea that it can be a 

momentary feeling. Virtue ethics needs a longer-term notion of happiness than the 

concept of pleasure provides, but it might be able to stop short of happiness over a 

complete life and thus forestall the objection that "success" is a more appropriate term 

for the goal than is "happiness." Whether it can do so depends in part on what is 

required by the further development of the argument that virtue is more than instrumental 

to happiness (success), it in fact constitutes it. We have only given a sketch of that 

argument here. 

To what extent is virtuous activity out of our control? In the case of the physically 

handicapped, their disability may provide such a challenge that merely coping with the 

disability itself and the demands of everyday living may require the development of 

virtues (courage, perseverance, etc) that would constitute happiness, if happiness and 

virtue form an identity. If, in fact, their disabilities require them to concentrate on the 
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development of these virtues even to do the simplest of things to achieve other goals, this 

focus may make it easier, not harder, for them to achieve happiness, especially if they 

become disabled before they form other goals which would be incompatible with their 

handicap. It's not that it's any easier for a disabled person to develop certain virtues; 

in fact, they may have more reason to be discouraged. Rather, it's that the alternatives 

have been narrowly restricted. 

Likewise, a person who experiences suffering early in life which they can and must 

overcome to go on with their life would, perhaps, be called upon to develop certain 

virtues earlier than their smooth-sailing friends. The experience itself (say, having a 

parent or close friend die) may be miserable, and the goal (getting over it) is not one 

they can expect happiness from (relief perhaps, but not happiness). And it may be 

painful to develop the virtues that are called for in that situation. However, later on they 

may value those virtues over the character of their smooth-sailing friends, and in less 

tragic circumstances those virtues may be the source of happiness. 23 

Activity, particularly virtuous activity, may be out of our control for other reasons. 

Someone might lack the necessary resources, talents, or intelligence; or they may have 

been raised in such a bad environment that virtue is utterly beyond their reach. Indeed, 

Aristotle is rather elitist in his assumption that his ethics is directed only toward those 

23Suppose I've already developed the requisite virtues, and a family member dies. 
Does my use of virtue in that situation bring happiness? First of all, if we're looking at 
happiness from the perspective of a complete life, we aren't necessarily obliged to say 
that it does. Even if virtue constitutes happiness, each instance of virtue needn't do so. 
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who are sufficiently mature and well-educated, and who have some wealth; any other 

audience, he assumes, is not amenable to discussions of ethics. If we concede that many 

people may never be able to achieve happiness, then how is this supposed to be any 

better than when happiness conceived more materialistically was too uncontrollable? 

It seems to me that it's not any better at making happiness possible for everyone, 

but it is better at making happiness possible for the average person who hasn't had a 

disastrous upbringing, especially if we allow that less than perfect virtue will yield some 

happiness. If happiness is a Hobbesian zero-sum game where there can't be many 

winners because it requires exceptional wealth or power, then few people can be happy. 

If happiness is not a zero-sum game and requires only primarily that you start with the 

usual game pieces and work at improving (relative only to objective standards and your 

own past performance, not that of other players), then there's room for many winners. 

Virtue ethics does not guarantee that everyone can achieve happiness. However, given 

only the basics, whether or not we do is almost entirely up to us, as wealth and power 

are not. 

If we can successfully argue that virtue actually constitutes happiness, is all this 

consistent with what Hursthouse and Nussbaum say about virtues as necessary for human 

happiness or flourishing? Their language suggests an instrumental, perhaps Epicurean 

understanding of virtue. However, if they are to avoid character utilitarianism or 

egoism, this description of virtue is rather misleading (and, I think, unintentional), for 
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value theory virtue ethics must hold that virtue constitutes happiness if it is not to 

collapse into a view where virtue does not playas large a role.24 Again, it may be that 

these people should be arguing for character utilitarianism or egoism; if both value theory 

and human nature virtue ethics seem untenable, then is the view they might retreat to. 

But what can we make of the virtues as instrumentally as well as constituitively valuable? 

While the virtues do seem to have a goal, namely, to guide us through certain sorts of 

situations (for example, dangerous ones), achieving that goal is surprisingly not what 

constitutes happiness, although it may be required for it. If you don't make it through 

dangerous situations, you may well not be able to live happily, however that is 

constituted. Somehow, what we do to make it through those situations, the character 

traits we rely on in those cases, are what constitute happiness. 

This initially sounds implausible, as we've said before, because most of us certainly 

don't enjoy dangerous situations, much less seek them out, but as we've seen this may 

be explained in terms of not having fully developed the virtue, where the virtue is 

understood in terms of both action and emotion. The claim, then, is that humans must 

universally make it through the sorts of situations that Nussbaum describes. However, 

to do so is necessary for but does not constitute our happiness; rather, the character traits 

we use in getting through those situations makes us happy. It's as though we've all been 

given a similar obstacle course which we must find our way through, but what makes us 

24Interpreting what they've said as support for human nature virtue ethics is no 
improvement; they argue that the virtues are necessary for happiness or flourishing rather 
than as traits which all good humans must have qua human. 
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happy is not having got through the course (although at the end of it we may feel a great 

sense of satisfaction and pride) but rather using our 'skills' that allow us to make it 

through. We might try to avoid some of the obstacles, but only so that we can face 

others which suit us better. If someone set us down on the other side of the course, we 

might be somewhat relieved (if the course is a difficult one) but certainly not happy. 

Monks and nuns, for example, choose a certain set of obstacles because of their 

desire to cultivate certain virtues and pursue certain values; I might instead choose 

motherhood to cultivate other virtues and pursue other values, and military people choose 

yet others. Some obstacles, such as serious illness, may cultivate certain virtues, but 

they do so usually without the pursuit of any values and at the expense of many other 

obstacles I would prefer to encounter. 

One might object that their goal in life is "smooth sailing," so to speak. They seek 

to avoid obstacles as much as possible, and live an easy life. A virtue ethicist could 

respond by saying that, first of all, the virtues required to avoid obstacles reliably will 

bring happiness. Secondly, they might argue that while an easy life might be had while 

you're young, if you don't cultivate the virtues that will help you overcome obstacles, 

your life is unlikely to be easy when you're older. Finally, they might try to argue that 

an easy life is not worthwhile or won't be sufficient to bring true happiness (presumably 

on objective grounds). 

In order to make the case that virtue is not only instrumental to but also constitutes 

happiness, we have to show that it must be an active thing which involves both action 

--------------
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and emotion. We also have to show that happiness is not found in some other sort of 

activity, and to do so a distinction between happiness on the one hand and enjoyment 

and/or pleasure on the other hand may be useful; the first occurs over a complete life (or 

at least is a long-term concept), and the latter are more momentary. Happiness, then 

is constituted by a life of virtue (rather than any specific virtue), and pleasure or 

enjoyment might result from a specific use of virtue or a different sort of activity (or 

indeed something external; we'll leave that possibility open). Finally, we have to show 

that we do often seek out opportunities for developing certain kinds of virtues, and that 

a life where we tried to minimize the use of virtue would not be preferable. 

Conclusion 

Value theory virtue ethics has two main challenges in linking happiness and virtue: 

to show that an emphasis on character is the best way to achieve happiness, and to 

further show that virtue actually constitutes happiness. To do so, it will have to show 

that happiness takes the general form that virtue ethics says it does, rather than the form 

that utilitarianism and our modern intuitions suppose it has. I've assumed with only a 

little argument that the life of happiness will take on a fairly bourgeois character (family, 

health, career, etc.), and given that assumption have tried to show what sorts of 

arguments might meet the two challenges. 

The next chapter discusses how happiness and virtue could be given content once 

these challenges are met. In doing so, it addresses the charge that virtue ethics is 
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circular because it defines happiness in terms of virtue and then in turn defines virtue in 

terms of happiness. Chapter Seven also explores the connections between this form of 

virtue ethics and a theory of value, and discusses whether the external goals of the 

virtues are mere means to our end of virtuous activity. Finally, Chapter Eight looks at 

the structure of the theory we've been developing, compares it to human nature virtue 

ethics, and considers whether either will suit the needs and desires of contemporary 

proponents of virtue ethics. In the case of both human nature and value theory virtue 

ethics, it is necessary to attempt a rational reconstruction of the theory, since no 

contemporary proponent offers more than the briefest sketch of how either theory would 

work. Thus, either theory might well turn out not to have all the features its proponents 

ascribe to it. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

VIRTUE, FLOURISHING, AND VALUE THEORY 

Introduction 

Like ancient virtue ethicists, I've argued that certain sorts of things aren't very good 

candidates for happiness in the long-run. There were some instrumental arguments for 

this, although they alone are inadequate. Secondly, I've argued that, given a certain 

rather bourgeois vision of what happiness could be (one might substitute a different 

vision of the happy life and see whether the rest of the argument could still go through) 

the virtues are a better vantage point from which to achieve those things. Here I've 

appealed to an argument from psychological realism which seems characteristic of many 

contemporary virtue ethicists. Finally, I've argued that happiness actually comes not 

from having those things, but rather from virtue itself. This argument again returns in 

large part to ancient ethicists. Once we've agreed to the last two points, Nussbaum's 

analysis of the virtues as applying to the various compartments of human life becomes 

somewhat useful to determine what virtues there are, whether some of them can be 

grouped together (perhaps recapturing a moral/non-moral distinction, even though both 

groups would be important in a virtue theory), and to get some initial idea of what each 

virtue's goal is. 

However, we're still largely in the dark about the content of the happiness, and thus 

about the content of the virtues. If we are character utilitarians or egoists and merely 
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adopt the virtues as instrumentally useful in achieving subjectively-defined happiness, this 

may not be so difficult, although it seems that virtue will differ greatly from person to 

person. However, if virtue ethics needs an objective account of happiness, its account 

of the virtues will have to be correspondingly objective. Moreover, we might worry that 

since we've already appealed to human nature and since filling in the content of the 

virtues is likely to do so even more, we're already no better off than human nature virtue 

ethics. We'll address this worry later, for there is a more immediate issue to be raised. 

Supposing that humans ultimately value happiness, and that virtue constitutes 

happiness, which concept elucidates which? In identifying happiness as virtue, haven't 

we already given happiness objective content, so that now all we have to do is see what 

the virtues are and what their content is? In other words, does happiness explain virtue 

or does virtue explain happiness? As Nussbaum says, in identifying virtue as happiness 

we've merely found another set of "thin" specifications. Courage is the virtue regarding 

responses to danger, but that doesn't give us any content to the concept or explain why 

it would constitute happiness. To say that virtue constitutes happiness is still merely a 

formal rather than contentful claim. We have intuitive ideas about virtue, but we can't 

appeal to them yet; obviously our ideas about virtue are somewhat contradictory, and in 

some cases are probably more based on deontology or religion than on happiness or 

flourishing. To give content to the virtues, we have to understand their specific 

contribution to our happiness. 

---------------------
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Again, it's easy to think of the contribution of virtues to our happiness in 

instrumentalist terms; courage contributes to our happiness because it gets us through 

dangerous situations. Virtues do have goals like getting us through certain sorts of 

situations that most humans encounter. However, their primary contribution to our 

happiness must be that they form the main part of what happiness is; acting and feeling 

bravely, generously, and so on constitutes happiness for the virtuous person. Thus, to 

give content to a virtue, we need to know its general goal (the area of human experience 

which it's meant to guide us through) and also how exemplifying that virtue helps 

constitute happiness for the virtuous person. Thus, the first task is to develop a more 

detailed account of what happiness for humans would be. We've already narrowed it 

down something which has the general characteristics of a virtue, although in fact in 

order to so narrow it down, I've assumed that we have some account of human 

psychology already in mind. If no suitable account of the human psychology of 

happiness is forthcoming, we'll have to retract the tentative conclusion that virtue 

constitutes happiness. 

Why isn't this circular? If we seek happiness, and happiness is constituted by 

virtue, then how can we explain virtue in terms of happiness? Thus, we seem to have 

happiness-- > virtue and then happiness < --virtue. If virtue explains what happiness is, 

how can happiness explain what virtue is? For value theory virtue ethics, the two 

concepts must be strongly identified with one another. Virtue is identified with 

happiness, I have argued, on the basis of its formal characteristics. In other words, I 
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haven't argued that the virtues of courage or benevolence, with the content we normally 

give those concepts, make up happiness, but rather that happiness must take the form of 

traits of character which guide both feeling and action, etc. I haven't assumed any 

content to the virtues, other than that courage deals with dangerous situations, 

benevolence deals with our relationships with others, and so on. Indeed, I haven't 

assumed any particular list of the virtues, although I have assumed that they will include 

things like courage. For example, I haven't assumed that the virtues which constitute 

happiness will include either humility or pride, which seem to be rather contradictory 

virtues. 

How does this help? If the virtues only describe the shape that happiness is to take, 

and if this is argued for without assuming the truth of virtue ethics or the importance of 

the virtues--and I've given a sketch of such an argument--then the argument is not 

circular so far. We now have the task of filling in the content of happiness and of the 

virtues. Since the one constitutes the other, filling in the one will, to a large degree, fill 

in the other. To fill in the content of the virtues in terms of our intuitive understanding 

of them, or in terms of tradition, makes it implausible to argue that what we come up 

with will constitute happiness. It will have the right form (namely, that of the virtues), 

but the content will be determined without attention to happiness. As a rough idea of 

what is meant by these virtues, that's not such a problem. But in terms of the priority 

of happiness for value theory virtue ethics, it is a problem. Moreover, if we can't appeal 

to happiness to adjudicate disputes about the virtues, it seems that our theory is not 
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strongly based on happiness but rather on intuition or tradition or whatever it is that we 

do appeal to. 

Now that we've established (tentatively) that virtue is the form which happiness 

takes, we've narrowed the target (of happiness) to virtue, and doing so helped achieve 

a clearer focus of what we were looking at. At this point, we have a rough, formal 

specification of virtue; Hursthouse and Nussbaum suggest something like "A character 

trait which humans need to live well." However, this formal definition makes it sounds 

like virtue is instrumentally rather than constituitively valuable. A better, though still 

rough, definition would be, "Character traits (involving both action and emotion) which 

humans need to cope with common types of situations, and whose use constitutes 

happiness in a complete life." This sharpens our focus on what sort of moral theory 

we're dealing with, and what sort of (further) account of happiness will be necessary. 

Thus, this initial, formal specification of virtue is useful for doing moral theory. 

However, the direction of justification and explanation has not shifted; it still moves from 

happiness to virtue, even though narrowing things down to virtue did shed some light on 

other things we've committed ourselves to in our account of happiness and in our moral 

theory in general; we'll see one of those commitments in the next section, when We try 

to give flourishing objective content. 

One might object that, if we're not going to give happiness content through the 

content of the virtues, then virtue will be the slave of happiness. And I think there's no 

way of getting around that. This is not, however, the same as either virtue or reason 
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being the slave of the passions. The role of reason or rationality (or the intellectual 

virtue of phronesis) not only places contemporary virtue ethics closer to ancient ethics, 

it also distinguishes it sharply from Humean and post-Humean ethics and theories of 

rationality, as MacIntyre notes, for rather than being the slave of the passions, part of 

reason's job is to dictate what our emotions should be. ' Reason is not the slave of our 

desires, for our rationality helps shape what will make us happy (as we'll see soon), and 

reason plays as important role in ordering our desires and emotions so that we're likely 

to achieve happiness. Nor is virtue the slave of our desires, whatever they might be; 

rather, it's the slave of what will really make us happy, objectively speaking. 

However, what of my claim that an egoistic virtue ethics would be revisionary with 

regard to the content of virtue, and a non-egoistic virtue ethics would be revisionary with 

regard to the content of happiness? Haven't I either assumed that virtue ethics will be 

egoistic, or else shown that it must be? The form of virtue ethics I've described will be 

somewhat revisionary both about the content of happiness and virtue. It will especially 

be revisionary with regard to happiness for those who agree with a utilitarian sort of 

account of happiness, and this is true so long as virtue and happiness are equated. 

However, the worry that we've already stepped into egoism is premature, since we don't 

know what the content and scope of happiness is yet. The real question is not whether 

happiness is explained in terms of virtue or vice versa, nor whether the content of 

happiness or virtue is at all revisionary. Rather, we want to see whether we end up 

lAfter Vinue, p. 162. 
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revising the other-regarding virtues out of existence or turning them into prudence, 

practically speaking, or whether instead we enlarge our conception of happiness to 

include the happiness of others. Of course, if we do the latter, we might also worry 

whether we've reduced the virtues to nothing more than prudence combined with 

benevolence. However, we'll have to wait to worry about both of these problems until 

we've discussed how flourishing and virtue might be given objective content. 

Giving Flourishing Objective Content 

First of all, why not simply abandon the idea of making our account of happiness, 

and therefore also of virtue, objective, since it causes such great difficulties? To do this, 

we must hold fast to the view that virtue constitutes happiness while defining happiness 

subjectively; if virtue is merely instrumental to happiness or doesn't even play that role, 

then we don't have virtue ethics at all, but rather some other view in which virtue plays 

a less central role. Over much of the last chapter our problem was how to make a 

plausible argument that virtue constitutes happiness. Nor could we have human nature 

virtue ethics or a form of perfectionism, either, because holding onto happiness as the 

foundation of ethics and sacrificing virtue is not consistent with either of those theories. 

Clearly, if we drop the identification of happiness with virtue,. and perhaps even drop the 

centrality of virtue for achieving happiness (subjectively defined), we have something like 

character or act utilitarianism or egoism. 
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Well, then why not drop objectivity, but retain the identification of virtue as 

constitutive of happiness, where happiness is subjectively defined? This is an implausible 

move in terms of compatibility with virtue ethics. If happiness is defined subjectively 

by each individual, then it need not be internal, active, and so on--it need not have any 

of the characteristics which virtue ethicists argue it must have. But if it needn't have 

those characteristics (at least not for many people who find happiness in different sorts 

of thing), then the argument that happiness must be made up of virtuous activity and 

feeling fails to go through. The objective constraints on happiness need not give the 

concept such rigidity that there is no room at all for variation, but it must set some 

limits. Value theory virtue ethics must hold that virtue is the primary (or sole) source 

of happiness, whether we think so or not. Objectively speaking, virtue constitutes true 

happiness. If we admit different sources of "true" happiness for people, then we no 

longer have virtue ethics; not value theory virtue etr.ic~, and not another form of virtue 

ethics. 

How could we possibly give flourishing any, or much, objective content? Recall 

that there are certain constraints on what flourishing or happiness is taken to be, 

according to ancient and contemporary virtue ethics; if we can agree on these constraints, 

thinks Aristotle, then we'll have opened the way for dialog regarding which account of 

happiness best fits those constraints and our needs. As an overture to that dialog, 

Aristotle offers his own account of what happiness and virtue are, in accordance with 

what he sees as certain facts about human nature (the innate extremes which they're 
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prone to, for example). Since our modern conception of happiness, which seems most 

similar to the utilitarian one, is so different from Aristotle's and from what contemporary 

virtue ethicists seem to have in mind, it's not easy to reach agreement on the features any 

good account of flourishing would have to offer. I've tried to outline some 

instrumentalist and also some limited psychological arguments (which have not been 

backed up by any real empirical evidence) why the ancient conception of flourishing is 

a better one. If these lines of argument, or something like them, seem plausible, then 

it may be feasible to further pursue this form of virtue ethics. If, on the other hand, the 

basic outline of the account of happiness seems so implausible and so alien to modem 

ears that we must reject it, then this form of virtue ethics must also be abandoned in 

favor of either human nature virtue ethics or else character utilitarianism/egoism (or else 

something entirely different, of course). More importantly, if it's impossible to give 

happiness some objective content, value theory virtue ethics must fail. 

The main way in which flourishing is likely to be given objective content is in the 

same ways that human nature virtue ethics gives content to human nature or human 

perfection--sociobiology, psychology, religion, and intuition. Certainly Aristotle and 

Aquinas appealed to intuition and also empirical though not very scientific observations 

about humans, for example in the claim that humans are inherently social creatures. One 

might attempt to back up such claims through modem psychology and sociology or 

sociobiology. Both sociobiology and psychology might give some support for the claim 

that we are social creatures, and sociobiologists have recently argued that many animals 
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are altruistic in limited ways--toward their kin, and also to cooperate (kinship and 

reciprocal altruism). 

However, human nature virtue ethics can help itself to such appeals to intuition or 

science just as well as can value theory virtue ethics. Furthermore, these statements 

about human nature are very general, and it can be hard to know what conclusions 

should be drawn from them, even if they're not controversial. For example, if scientists 

were to agree that humans are innately aggressive, what should either type of virtue 

theory do with this "fact" of human nature? How can we avoid intolerable vagueness 

in these claims about human nature (or else facts that are so specific that they're not 

useful), and how can we ever hope to put together enough of these facts to provide an 

adequate account of human nature for the purposes of either form of virtue ethics? 

This is where value theory virtue ethics has an advantage over human nature virtue 

ethics, because what it requires is not an account of human nature or of human 

perfection, but rather of human happiness; only those aspects of human psychology which 

relate to our happiness are necessary for value theory virtue ethics. This is good for 

several reasons. First, it gives us a starting point for our account of human nature; we 

know to begin by characterizing what general form happiness takes for humans. Second, 

many things about human nature are likely to be irrelevant to what sort of thing makes 

us happy. For example, it doesn't matter that we are creatures who have an appendix 

or a pancreas; even though these may be characteristic or even unique traits of humans, 

they are irrelevant insofar as they do not affect our happiness. Many possible features 
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of human nature may be ignored as irrelevant (at least, irrelevant in most situations). 

Third, if we discover undesirable facts about human nature, they are relevant only insofar 

as they contribute to or hinder our happiness. We're basing our moral theory not on 

human nature, good or bad, but rather on happiness, and happiness may give us a reason 

to go against some of our natural traits. In human nature virtue ethics, it seems likely 

that in a conflict between human nature and happiness, the former will win. In value 

theory virtue ethics, the latter wins. Moreover, it's not just that happiness trumps human 

nature; it's that human nature is irrelevant except insofar as it affects happiness. 

Contemporary value theory virtue ethics, then, can condemn ancient ethics for 

moving so quickly into an account of characteristic human activity, and for discussing 

characteristic human activity apart from its role in human happiness. It does, perhaps, 

seem plausible that happiness for humans will have something to do with their rational 

nature, but the mere fact that rationality is characteristic, or uniquely characteristic, of 

humans counts for nothing to contemporary value theory virtue ethics. Indeed, this talk 

of the function or characteristic activity of humans is what suggests human nature virtue 

ethics, and the criticism that ancient ethics is useless because it rests on some 

metaphysical oddity or at least a complete account of human nature. Contemporary 

virtue ethics avoids this if it can recast it as the claim that human happiness requires an 

acknowledgement that we are ratiocinative and emotional creatures, and that we're 

unlikely to be happy if there is conflict within or between these two aspects of our 

psychology, on which we base our actions. The role of virtue is then to order them so 
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that we're likely (disasters notwithstanding) to achieve happiness, and to do this we must 

have knowledge about what sorts of things are objectively (at least for humans) likely to 

be good, reliable things to aim at (emotionally and in action). 

However, this advantage over human nature and ancient virtue ethics comes to 

naught if we can't even produce the sort of account of human psychology that value 

theory virtue ethics requires. Even if we're limited to queries about how human nature 

or psychology impacts happiness, it hardly seems necessary to peruse the relevant 

scientific literature to realize that we don't have such an account in hand. Our 

knowledge about human psychology is too scattered, too controversial, and either to 

general or too specific to be of much use. Moreover, it seems that we'd have to be 

pretty selective about our "facts" about the connection between human psychology and 

happiness for them to point unequivocally toward traits of character which take the form 

of virtue. It might be interesting to see what scientific data there is, at this point, to 

support such a conclusion and to point toward giving content to happiness which would 

be compatible with this, but we can't expect that the job is anywhere near completion, 

nor that when (if ever) it is complete it will support value theory virtue ethics. 

So, we have a major problem even for value theory virtue ethics. One response 

would be like that which Anscombe takes toward human nature virtue ethics; we'll just 

have to work as best we can with what we have while we're waiting to see what science 

comes up with. An advocate of this approach might argue that intuition and the limited 

empirical knowledge we currently have warrant optimism--considerably more optimism 
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than is warranted with human nature virtue ethics' more extensive reliance on an account 

of human nature. 

Secondly, one might argue that what we have now from intuition and/or limited 

empirical evidence is already sufficient to give content to happiness, just as Hurka argues 

that intuition can give us an account of human nature sufficient for perfectionism. This 

seems unlikely, because such an account has to avoid being too controversial while 

providing enough detail to the content of happiness for it to be practically useful in 

understanding what happiness and virtue really are, and to guide our emotions and 

actions. This is a rather tall order for intuition. 

Finally, one might retreat to a less objective but not entirely subjective account of 

happiness. For example, one might talk about the content of happiness (and thus of 

virtue) within certain cultures or traditions. This, of course, leaves us with a high degree 

of relativism, certainly enough to make most relativists smile. However, we might be 

able to place some limits on what a culture or tradition may require. Since the issue of 

relativism arises most naturally in the context of discussing the content of the virtues or 

how they are to be applied rather than in the context of giving content to happiness, let's 

explore this possibility in the next section. 

Giving the Virtues Objective Content 

If the virtues constitute happiness, then they must have objective content to the 

extent that happiness does. How do I make the correct choices within each sphere, and 
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how do the virtues help me to do so? Correct choice is informed by knowledge of what 

is good, worthwhile, and so on. In this way virtue ethics relies non-derivatively on such 

notions, and this is a feature which we need to further understand. 2 But first, how do 

the virtues yield correct choice? This is where virtue ethics' emphasis on more than 

discrete acts comes in. In order to choose or act well, one may initially do what a wiser 

or better person (such as a parent) tells you to do. But eventually you must choose for 

yourself, and doing so reliably requires certain habits or dispositions or traits of 

character. 3 These involve not only acting in certain ways, they also involve feeling 

certain ways, as for example about a dangerous situation.4 

When we understand more precisely what problems human beings encounter in their 
lives with one another, what circumstances they face in which choice of some sort 
is required, we will have a way of assessing competing responses to those problems, 
and we will begin to understand what it might be to act well in the face of them. 
(Nussbaum, p. 37) 

Unfortunately, virtue ethicists never seem to have the precise answers we'd like 

about the content of the virtues. For value theory virtue ethics, this is because we don't 

seem to have precise answers about the content of happiness. We know the form that 

2See the next section. 

3Such character traits will also presumably often carry us through when we don't 
have time to think through a situation. 

4An understanding of what is truly good and worthwhile, and the opposite, also 
involves feeling certain ways about those things, at least if such an understanding is to 
reliably guide action. For example, knowledge that it is not good to suffer must involve 
feeling a certain way whenever you see someone suffer, if your knowledge about 
suffering is to reliably guide (though not necessarily alone determine) your action. 
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each takes, but not the content; what we can discover empirically and from intuition is, 

at this point at least, very limited. In the case of some virtues, it's obvious what it takes 

to get past the external goal non-disastrously; in cases where courage is required, 

surviving the dangerous situation is obviously the goal, but what does it take to respond 

well to a situation? 

In the previous section, I admitted that we might have to fall back mostly on cultures 

or traditions to give content to happiness and thus to the virtues, but I stated that we 

might be able to stop short of complete relativism, and to place some limits on the 

content of happiness or virtue given by a culture. In order to show this, and to explain 

how we might move from responding disastrously to responding well to a situation, I'd 

like to explore one of the persistent problems that humans encounter in their lives with 

one another, and see what a virtue ethicist might say about it, and what sorts of things 

she might appeal to. This will also help us understand how virtue ethics can be applied 

to difficult moral problems. For my example, I'm going to examine a character trait 

which some might not even want to call a virtue: chastity. 

One persistent problem in the human experience is the responsibility for children-

particularly, the responsibility of the father, since paternity can never be assured. One 

response to this is some sort of communal responsibility, or responsibility which follows 

the mother's kinship lines (in some cultures, the mother's brother is responsible for the 

child, so that some kinship is assured). Another response is clitoridectomy, or the ritual 

circumcision of females at puberty. The circumcision is so radical that it eliminates 
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pleasure as a reason for women to engage in intercourse, and in fact makes it extremely 

painful. Chastity, apart from the husband's demand for intercourse or a desire for 

children, is thus nearly ensured. Moreover, young girls may be quite eager to submit 

to the rite, even apart from the fact that they will be shamed and remain unwed if they 

do not. Paternity, therefore, is usually known, and fathers can easily be held responsible 

for their offspring. 

Western people usually want to condemn this practice, especially since it's spreading 

in some places. It seems initially easy to condemn on utilitarian grounds, but if the 

women in these cultures want it done and insist that it's important for their happiness, 

and if the practice actually has utility in promoting responsible paternity, it's suddenly 

not so easy for utilitarians to condemn. On Kantian grounds, we might perhaps object 

to the ritual as self-mutilation which treats the woman's body as a means to the end of 

ensuring responsible paternity, whether she wants it done or not. 

The virtue ethicist typically wants to steer between giving too much and too little 

content to happiness. This both allows for cultural differences without full-stop cultural 

relativism, and allows different individuals within a society to have different visions of 

the good life. Giving happiness and virtue objective content means that we may and 

must evaluate practices like this in terms of objective criteria for happiness. While these 

objective criteria won't be determinate enough to completely specify how we must live, 

presumably, they might well be determinate enough to condemn this sort of practice. 
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In the absence of a determinate and probably scientific account of happiness and thus 

virtue, could a virtue ethicist condemn this practice, especially when the context of the 

culture supports it and gives the mutilation signifir;ance and coherence? This is, after all, 

one way of dealing with a certain ubiquitous problem, and since the tradition is centuries 

old it's obviously a non-disastrous way of dealing with it. The external goal is achieved; 

paternity is confined to marriage, to a very large degree. As I indicated before, other 

cultures have different non-disastrous ways of dealing with this problem. What's to 

criticize this particular way of dealing with it? 

First of all, a virtue ethicist might note that the problem is hardly being dealt with 

through virtue. We might call the result in women chastity, but it's more like the 

chastity of a daughter whose father puts a chastity belt on her; it's not her virtue at all, 

nor is it the man's virtue if he therefore can't convince her to have intercourse. Other 

cultures may respond to the problem through the virtue of chastity, but ritual 

circumcision is hardly a character trait. 

Secondly, a virtue ethicist might appeal to the role of either the real virtue of 

chastity, or of enjoyable intercourse, in happiness--if she had a sufficiently contentful 

account of happiness. Chastity, of course, need not take on Victorian connotations; 

instead it might just be having intercourse only with the right person(s). Without an 

account of happiness, she's left to an appeal to intuition. However, sexual behavior is 

one ubiquitous area of human life. Thus, on Nussbaum's account, we would need a 

virtue to guide us in that area, and that virtue might be called chastity (although if that's 
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taken to mean never having intercourse at all, it hardly makes it part of human life, so 

perhaps a different term would be better). 

An Aristotelian could argue that intercourse is one of those things that is naturally 

pleasurable, and thus naturally of value--an appeal both to human psychology and value 

theory. It's only when it begins to interfere with other things that it presents a problem; 

in the case we've been considering, it interferes with determining paternity and thus the 

responsibility for children. However, clitoridectomy responds to this conflict by 

destroying the former value. Thus, if there are alternatives which adjudicate this conflict 

without such a sacrifice, they would be preferable. Moreover, an alternative which 

actually involved the development and exercise of virtue would also be preferable, since 

virtue is what constitutes happiness. Since there are such alternatives, and assuming that 

they are comparably effective, the practice of clitoridectomy is not a good response to 

the problem; it's non-disastrous, but it does not constitute responding well to the 

problem. 

How might a proponent of this practice respond? She'd probably want to deny that 

the pleasure in intercourse is either natural or valuable, particularly for women. There's 

thus no conflict, because we're not giving up anything worthwhile in using this means 

of assuring paternity. Intercourse seems naturally pleasurable and valuable to a western 

woman, but that's just a cultural artifact. A virtue ethicist might counter this in a 

number of ways. First of all, if it's maintained that intercourse isn't meant to be 

pleasurable or valuable for women (but it is for men), this unequal treatment of the sexes 
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may be attacked as unfounded. Secondly (and relatedly), for both sexes physical facts 

about human nature might be appealed to in order to show that, at least, we're designed 

so as to be able to derive pleasure from intercourse. Thirdly, the advantage (for a virtue 

theory) of dealing with the problem by means of a virtue rather than a technological fix 

might be reiterated, since virtue constitutes happiness. Finally, she might appeal to the 

negative affect of the procedure on the health of the women. 

One might instead object that I've chosen an easy example. Suppose we're not 

talking about an entire cultural practice, but rather simply a woman who's trying to 

decide whether to have premarital sex, or whether to have an abortion. How can we 

give content to chastity (or whatever we call the virtue regarding sexual activity) such 

that we can say whether premarital sex in general is condoned, or whether a specific 

example of it is, or again whether abortion in general or a specific example of it is 

virtuous? Hursthouse takes up the example of abortion, appealing to similar sorts of 

considerations in arguing that virtue ethics would neither condemn nor condone it 

categorically; if we acknowledge the value of human life, abortion will not always be 

justified, but other considerations which Hursthouse discusses may also be relevant; for 

example, if the woman already has so many children that she couldn't properly care for 

them if she had another. Similar sorts of considerations may be appealed to for the case 

about premarital sex, as well as many other moral problems. Virtue ethics can give 

some guidance, and even apart from well-developed theories of value and psychology. 

--------~-----
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Whether it gives enough guidance remains to be seen; virtue ethics historically hasn't 

been applied to difficult moral problems, but Hursthouse begins to change that. 

Because virtue ethics relies on certain theses about human nature and happiness, and 

about value, complete relativism is probably out of the question. Our accounts of these 

things will determine limits to what may be counted as moral behavior or character. 

Outside these limits, societies and even individuals are permitted to develop their own 

understandings of virtues and the good life, but only a certain range of virtues developed 

within a particular range is likely to be compatible with the facts about happiness, human 

nature, and society. As Nussbaum argues, the spheres of human action and experience 

will determine which virtues all human societies need to have, in nominal form. Thus, 

although different societies may understand each virtue differently, the full set is required 

simply from universal traits of human experience. Furthermore, the content each culture 

or tradition can give to each virtue will be further constrained by universal facts of 

human happiness, action, and society. Each virtue has a certain role to play in human 

life, and playing that role in a way conducive to human happiness is not compatible with 

every possible or even actual specification of that virtue. If one way of giving content 

to a virtue is inconsistent with other common external goals, or with other virtues or 

facts of human psychology or practical issues, then it's a poor way of responding to that 

feature of human life. Responding well to a particular sort of problem must be more 

than non-disastrous, it must be compatible with these other things. Thus, although virtue 

ethics permits different cultures and traditions considerable leeway in their determination 
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of the moral life, the door is certainly not left wide open for relativism--even if we can't 

give happiness a great deal of content. However, the degree to which virtue ethics is, 

in the end, relativistic (and egoistic) does depend in part on how the theory is developed 

and given content, rather than simply on its form. 

Giving Value Objective Content 

What ~ the Good and Worthwhile, and what account can virtue ethics give of such 

things? Value theory is a topic with a long, distinguished history and no obvious 

winners; what stand would value theory virtue ethicists take on it? Even if virtue ethics 

requires an objective account of happiness, we still might argue that virtue ethics could 

adopt a subjective theory of value. It may not be up to me what true happiness is, but 

what I value (and thus what is valuable) could be up to me. Thus, I might not find true 

happiness in counting blades of grass or collecting pornography, but they could still be 

valuable to me. Moreover, if counting blades of grass at a golf course requires courage 

and agility to avoid golf carts and flying golf balls, stamina to keep counting for hours 

on end, perseverance to cover the entire course, concentration so that I don't lose count, 

and so on, it seems I may well find happiness in using those virtues while I'm counting 

blades of grass. Likewise, if pornography is contraband, my collection might require 

similar virtues. 

Navigating the obstacles which are common to humans tells me what my actions 

must be (at least to act non-disastrously), but it hardly tells me what my emotions should 
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be in most cases, and it doesn't rule out silly or perverse ends through which I can 

exercise virtue. If my emotions would prevent me from acting correctly, say in response 

to danger, then perhaps these obstacles also dictate some limits to my emotional 

responses to the situations. Secondly, our emotions and ends might be somewhat 

constrained simply by taking virtue to constitute happiness. For example, if material 

resources play only a small role in true happiness, then greed and a life of luxury are 

inappropriate (both the emotion that they arise in you and your actions to gain them) 

Thirdly, without the virtues, Aristotle thinks that our subjective desires are likely to 

be so contradictory as to be problematic. In order to solve this problem, we need 

something which will provide better goals for us, and which will also provide a 

mechanism by which we change our emotions or attitudes toward our old and new goals. 

Aristotle says that "the things that please most people conflict, because they are not 

pleasant by nature, whereas the things that please lovers of what is fine are things 

pleasurable by nature; and actions expressing virtue are pleasant in this way, and so they 

both please lovers of what is fine and are pleasant in themselves" (1099alO-16). Virtue 

ethicists might appeal to intuition or experience to show that desires or emotions which 

have had no order imposed on them are often contradictory. 

Beyond this, however, how should I navigate my interactions with other people and 

things, and what attitudes should I take toward them? (Of course, one possible attitude 

is mere indifference.) These questions are much more difficult to answer than the 

corresponding questions about dangerous situations. I think that this is where the theory 
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of value comes in. If certain things can be shown by the theory of value to be of 

objective value, or at least of value for humans or of value given certain traditions or 

practices which we have reason to accept, this is likely to have implications for what our 

emotions and actions toward them should be, as in the examples in the previous section. 

If a painting or a prairie is of great value, then I should have the appropriate emotions 

about it. This sounds silly as a command, of course, but virtue ethics assumes that it 

will take time to train the emotions; it might take a certain amount of exposure to art or 

to nature for me to develop an appreciation for the painting or prairie. Likewise, if 

humans or non-human animals have intrinsic value, then certain attitudes toward them 

are called for. This will be relevant to all of my dealings with them, and to the scarce 

distribution of resources. It might preclude distributing resources such that a few people 

live in great luxury while the multitude lives in suffering and ignorance due to extreme 

poverty. It might also preclude allowing animals to suffer on factory farms. 

Emotions or goals may thus be deemed inappropriate if they help or hinder us in 

facing the basic obstacles of life; by contradicting the identification of happiness as 

primarily consisting in virtue; by being otherwise contradictory or conflicting; or if they 

are incommensurate with the objective value of the object. Sometimes the actions appear 

to go along with the emotions, and sometimes the reverse seems more accurate, so when 

(10 emotion is evaluated the corresponding act might also be, and vice versa. 

In the examples of someone who counts blades of grass or collects pornography, the 

ends are rather innocuous (although the pornography collection might not be all that 
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innocuous), and we wonder what we can say about their value and the use of virtue in 

achieving them. If phronesis demands that we determine when our use of the virtues is 

appropriate and when not, then those judgments of appropriateness must rely on 

something. They can, of course, rely partially on judgments about what will contribute 

to my flourishing (and, if the theory is not egoistic, that of others; of course, I can only 

contribute to the flourishing of another person to a limited extent if it must "come from 

within "). I might value pornography, but if it harms others (and I'm not an egoist), then 

my use of virtue for this end is not appropriate. Counting blades of grass, especially in 

a remote place, is quite harmless, however, so why would my use of virtue for this end 

be inappropriate? 

If we have an objective theory of value, we can say that this is inappropriate because 

the end is trivial, especially when compared to the alternatives. Likewise, bungee 

jumping is a trivial sport, prima.rily aimed at seeking a quick thrill. Without an objective 

theory of value, our choice of goals is constrained only by practical limits and the pursuit 

of happiness through virtue. 

With an objective theory of value, how would the virtue ethicist respond to the case 

of the blade-counter? She might say either of three things. The first is that, since that 

person uses virtues in her task, she will be happy. The second says that because she uses 

virtues in her task, and it's one that she finds valuable, she'll be happy. The third 

response says that she will find happiness in her use of virtue only if it's in the service 

of a goal which has real, objective value; her activity will be pleasant to her but won't 
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make her happy. The person who dedicates her life to evil, or to a triviality, can never 

be happy in her use of virtue. This seems to me related to the problem of what to say 

about the German soldier who seemingly exhibits great courage in killing the enemy--Is 

his "courage" a real virtue or not when used for evil ends? Someone who argued that 

he's not really brave would say that our blade-counter can't be happy because she doesn't 

really have the virtues she appears to have. This implies the third response: happiness 

requires that our ends are objectively valuable ones.5 Someone who argues, on the 

contrary, that the soldier really is brave might still take either of the three options. The 

second and third options both tie value to happiness and virtue. 

If value theory, or rather they objective value of certain things, is supposed to 

constrain our actions and emotion, then we appear to have a problem: value theory is 

likely to get in the way of our pursuit of happiness. This makes the third response above 

the most attractive, because if humans are only objectively made happy in virtuous 

activity for valuable ends, then the conflict disappears. We don't have to sacrifice 

happiness for the worthwhile, for we'll only ever achieve happiness by having 

worthwhile ends. Virtue ethics does put constraints on what can possibly make us happy, 

and this would simply be one of them. However, this avoidance of conflict is gained 

only at the expense of plausibility. For it may seem implausible we have to value those 

5Unless a distinction is made between having evil ends (which cause others harm) and 
merely worthless ones. One would then assert that the soldier's courage is not really 
simply because it's used in the service of harming others. Of course, any soldier's 
courage is used in the service of harming others, so it must be the country's unjust war 
which is the real source of the problem. 
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things which are objectively valuable in order to achieve happiness, especially if our 

theory of value is independently derived. 

This is a genuine problem. Although I think many virtue ethicists would be happy 

to say that we can't be happy if we don't value those things which are objectively 

valuable, if we're relying on an empirical account of human psychology to tell us about 

what makes humans happy, the facts might not bear out this assumption. And if a virtue 

ethicist responds that happiness, objectively speaking, just must be this way, this is mere 

dogma, and the objective account of happiness is beside the point. Virtue ethics seems 

to have good reasons to link happiness and value, and must hope that the facts will 

support this. If the link is abandoned, then virtue ethics will have to deal with possible 

conflicts between value and happiness. 

Another objection regarding the connection between value and virtue was raised in 

the last chapter. If it's happiness constituted by virtue which has ultimate value, and 

when I achieve the external goal of a virtue, isn't that goal then merely instrumental to 

my achievement of virtue? The mountain, for example, is a mere means to the virtues 

I develop or use in my climb. Likewise, my friend would be a mere means to my 

exercise of virtue, which (according to value theory virtue ethics) is what's really 

important, and a beggar would be a mere means to my exercise of charity. 

Aristotle says that "in many actions we use friends, wealth and political power just 

as we use instruments"6. However, he insists that we value friends, and do things for 

61099bl-2. 
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them, for their own sake. Similarly, he might insist that we view other people in general 

as valuable in their own right, or as ends in themselves. As Aristotle says, the fact that 

I view something as subordinate to a more final goal does not show that the subordinate 

goal is merely instrumental, although it is partially so. The main point of a qualifying 

paper is to make students go through the experience of writing it; however, the end result 

need not be merely instrumentally valuable to the superordinate goal. Thus, using my 

friend to get a ride to the airport is not problematic, so long as I don't see her as only 

an instrument to achieve my goals. Value theory virtue ethics holds that virtue is the 

sole or primary source of happiness, not the sole or primary source of value. My friend, 

and other people, may have SUbjective or objective value. 

Here again, an objective (or somewhat objective) theory of value will be useful to 

demarcate objects which it is not acceptable to treat solely as a means. With a subjective 

theory of value, although I probably value my friends independently of their use to me, 

I may not, and I certainly might not value a beggar other than instrumentally as a means 

to my exercise of charity. The latter surely sounds strange, but a subjective theory of 

value might be paired with egoism, and thus I would have probably have no reason to 

give to the beggar and therefore no reason to treat her as an end or a means; he would 

simply be useless to me.7 However, apart from the point about an egoistic theory, the 

problem with viewing the beggar as a mere end to my means seems to be that I have the 

7Unless, of course, one accepted that in an egoistic theory I could derive happiness 
from a solely other-regarding virtue. We'll talk more about this in the next chapter. 
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wrong attitude toward him, and my attitudes or emotions are part of what virtue consists 

in. Thus, objective value relates to the problem of how virtue is supposed to regulate 

our emotions. 

The virtues assume a theory of value; once you know what's valuable, what actions 

and emotions are appropriate? A sUbjective theory of value opens the door to egoistic 

virtue ethics, because only those things which I care about will govern my use of virtue. 

An objective theory of value might help close that door, because there are certain things 

which I'm supposed to find value in, and thus act and feel accordingly. Let's examine 

this possibility in more detail. 

One common, serious charge against virtue ethics, both ancient and modern, is that 

it is egoistic and thus unacceptable as a moral theory. Conceiving of morality as 

beginning with a question about the good life and good character, rather than, say, how 

to resolve conflict certainly does seem to represent a more self-centered approach to 

ethics. Obviously one's views on the purpose of moral theory are relevant here, but 

what of the simple charge that virtue ethics is egoistic, apart from the question of 

whether it would be an acceptable moral theory if it were? Some have suggested that the 

requirements the virtues impose will counteract any initial pull toward egoism, since 

many virtues are other-regarding. But how can this be so, if the foundation of the theory 

is the individual's search for happiness or flourishing--the question, "How am I to live 

the good life?" Moreover, in asking this question, why worry about the good life for 
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humans in general; why not instead ask, "How am I to live the good life for me?"; why 

does the scope of the question extend to the good life for humans if I only seek happiness 

for myself? Even if I must consider the good life for humans in general to learn about 

how to forge my own happiness through virtue, why must those virtues be understood 

other than prudentially? Finally, even within one agent's life, how are we to resolve 

conflicts between what traditional ethics would call the moral and the non-moral? 

Why bother asking general questions about happiness for humans--why not just ask 

what the good, happy life is for me, never mind everyone else? Virtue ethics has to 

answer that I can't understand what happiness for me is unless I understand first what 

it is for humans in general, because the form and content of happiness are largely 

objective and I'm very unlikely to find it myself unless I understand the general facts 

about human psychology which are relevant to what constitutes happiness for humans. 

Moreover, one might argue that I'm likely to be myopic in my own case, and if I 

examine what happiness is and isn't for people in general, I may come to new 

realizations about how my actions and emotions aren't conducive to happiness. If I 

think that happiness is pleasure or something external--or even if I think that it is virtue-

I may learn from the experience of others who have also understood happiness in this 

way. A general understanding of happiness is necessary before I can understand fully 

what happiness might be more specifically for me; again, most virtue ethicists hope to 

give the individual considerable play in filling in the details for herself, depending on her 

situation, pre-existing talents or dispositions, and so on. 
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Needing a general account of human happiness to understand what happiness is for 

myself doesn't prove that virtue must be other than self-regarding. What of the claim 

that some of the individual virtues are not self-regarding, and that therefore virtue ethics 

will not be excessively self-centered? As far as it goes, I think it's right. Looking at a 

particular virtue theory such as Aristotle's, it's obvious that there are other-regarding 

virtues, and that their motivation for being other-regarding is a "moral" rather than 

egoistic one. But perhaps this is an illegitimate feature of particular virtue theories; 

perhaps only egoistically-motivated virtues (or the egoistically-motivated parts of virtues) 

are justified. Indeed, many people have thought that Aristotle's theory, and even virtue 

theory in general, is egoistic. 

Whether or not particular virtues are egoistic will depend on what sorts of virtues 

are present in a particular virtue theory, and what content that theory gives to those 

virtues. The question for us, in the absence of a fully-developed contender for a 

contemporary virtue ethics, is whether the structure of the theory is such that some of 

the virtues are likely to be genuinely other-regarding, or whether the foundation and 

structure of the theory is such that egoism is the necessary outcome. Since human life 

involves interacting with others in many ways, there obviously will be other-regarding 

virtues in a weak sense, even though their content could be self-motivated. 

It's easy to assume that our interactions and distribution of resources would all tend 

toward self-benefit; for example, I should try to maximize my own share of the 

resources. However, given value theory virtue ethics' conception of happiness, this 
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doesn't follow, because the resources aren't very important to my happiness--they are 

either mere instruments to my exercise of virtue, or else the play only some very small 

part in my happiness. Thus, a large supply of resources would not benefit me, unless 

it were to be used in the exercise of virtue. For example, if I want to exercise virtue by 

climbing mountains, starting with a small one and eventually working up to the larger 

ones, I'll require a fair bit of money for my gear and especially for travelling. Or if I 

want to live the contemplative life, I may require a large library. However, the 

possession of resources simply for its own sake is not important, and the exercise of 

many virtues would not require extremes of wealth--even mountain climbing does not 

require that. The theory itself does not give an individual any bias toward attempting to 

monopolize resources; in fact, it does the opposite, because those resources simply aren't 

very important, beyond a minimum which will probably vary from person to person, 

depending on which virtues she wants to pursue and how. Virtue ethics might, however, 

insist that each person have that minimum. 

But that merely means that greed is inappropriate, not that benevolence is 

appropriate. Why would other-regarding virtues cause happiness for me? We might 

grant that courage will constitute happiness when I use it to save myself from the lion, 

but why would it cause me happiness when I save a drowning person, especially if I 

don't even know her? Perhaps phronesis should guide me to understand that the only 

real cases of courage are the ones in which I avoid danger which threatens me (and 

perhaps the friends and family that I care about deeply). Likewise, the only real cases 
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of benevolence or charity would be ones in which the good that I do is likely to rebound 

to me eventually, or at least keep me from harm. For example, I might give to poor 

people in my neighborhood so that they're not so likely to break into my house or be an 

eyesore. I might let my neighbors' kids play in my yard so that when I have kids, they 

can play in their yards. This might be the extent of egoistic charity, benevolence, and 

courage; in those cases the virtues are appropriate, and only in those cases will what I 

do constitute happiness for myself; I'm happy only when I'm "looking out for #1," even 

though that might not imply being greedy and materialistic. Other-regarding virtues 

might be unavoidable when we live in society, but they could well be understood 

egoistically so that they all boil down to prudence; living the good life for oneself is 

primary. 

Given that the virtuous person has no reason to be greedy since it won't bring her 

happiness and that other-regarding virtues might even be a source of happiness, what 

about virtues which strongly conflict with self-interest? Won't she be required to 

interpret those virtues prudentially? For example, if courage would demand that she 

endanger or even sacrifice her life for some person or cause, how could an egoistic 

virtue ethics permit this? Happiness might be gained in the act of courage, but if she 

died there would be no further opportunities for virtue. Or suppose that our mountain 

climber lacks the money to travel to Everest. Should she not steal it, or perhaps borrow 

it with no intention of repaying the loan? What could an egoistic virtue ethics say about 

each? 
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I suggested before that this might tie in with value theory. I migh t admit that certain 

things, even other people, are objectively valuable but say, "So what? That doesn't mean 

that I should alter my own pursuit of happiness. I'm only concerned about those things 

which will make me, personally, happy." To make a successful argument against this, 

virtue ethics has to connect objective value to happiness. Somehow, they need to argue 

that if and only if I value those things which are objectively valuable will I be happy; if 

I value or disvalue the wrong things, I cannot be happy. Moreover, to reject egoism in 

this way, there needs to be a further argument that for me to be happy I must value 

things which don't normally seem egoistically valuable, and indeed which seem to get 

in the way of self-interest. 

For example, I may admit that a painting has objective value but want to strip the 

canvas and use it for my own attempts at creativity, since I don't care much for it despite 

its objective value. It seems vastly counterintuitive to say that I won't be happy if I go 

ahead with my plan, especially if I'll be exercising virtue in my creative endeavors. 

However, since happiness is not something that I can expect over a short period of time 

(while I'm being artistic), I can't simply weigh the happiness I'll get against the value 

(which I may not personally feel) for the painting, and conclude that happiness wins. 

Rather, I have to think about the place of art and creativity in the happy, virtuous life. 

Even from this perspective, however, it seems that I should in general not let the 

objective value of things I don't personally care about stand in the way of my exercise 

of virtue. 
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This is why virtue ethics is going to have to argue that each person's happiness 

depends crucially on personally valuing "the right things," that is, those which have 

objective value. The painting may just as well have been a person who stood in the way 

of my exercise of virtue, perhaps someone who was going to report my theft of the 

books I need to move to a remote place to live the contemplative life. If my ultimate end 

is happiness through virtuous activity, and this is the best way for me to achieve that 

end, why not steal the books and kill the person who gets in my way? 

Let's try to approach this in the form of a hypothetical. If I'm an enlightened ethical 

egoist and I consider my husband to be a source of great subjective value for me, I 

certainly wouldn't kill him if he got in the way of my pursuit of virtue, because he and 

his happiness are important to me, and to my happiness. Likewise, if I value a painting 

highly it doesn't make much sense for me to use it as a canvas for my own artwork. 

Now, if virtue ethics can provide, in an objective theory of value, an argument that I 

should value other people and this painting even if I don't subjectively value them, then 

I'm no more justified in mistreating them than I would be in killing my husband or 

destroying the painting I do, in fact, value. The fact that I don't value these other things 

is beside the point if my theory of value says I should value them. 

But this seems to set value up as prior to happiness. If I don't value them and 

destroying them would allow me to act virtuously and thus achieve happiness, then value 

theory is standing in the way of happiness. This is where the connection between 

happiness and value is necessary, and where the perspective of a complete life is helpful. 
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Suppose that I don't care a whit about the painting, objective value notwithstanding, and 

I destroy it and happily paint away on the stripped canvas. 8 Suppose further that this 

is how I guide my life; when value gets in the way of virtue, I choose virtue since 

happiness is ultimately valuable. In this way, I live a life where I often don't value the 

things that are objectively valuable, and in fact I destroy them or perhaps simply use 

them as means to my ends, whether they be humans or objects. Yet, I've lived a life of 

virtue--in fact, I've never let anything stand in the way of virtue--so I must have lived 

the good, happy life. 

At this point, virtue ethics has to do one of two things to avoid what I assume will 

be an undesirable conclusion. On the one hand, it might admit that I've lived a happy 

life, but that it hasn't been a good one, because I've sacrificed what's valuable in order 

to achieve happiness. This amounts to denying Aristotle's assertion that happiness is 

self-sufficient; that nothing else needs to be added to happiness in a good life. I'm not 

going to pursue this option, because it represents far too extensive a change in virtue 

ethics to explore briefly. On the other hand, value theory virtue ethics might assert that 

the happy life can't be one in which value is sacrificed in its name. In other words, true 

happiness requires that we value those things which are truly valuable, and govern our 

actions and emotions accordingly. Things which are truly valuable do not stand in the 

way of virtue, because virtue requires that we acknowledge their value. Thus, I can't 

8AIthough again, strictly speaking I can't be happy just for those few hours that I'm 
painting. Perhaps it would be better to say that I merrily paint away. 
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simply attack a weight lifter I see walking down the street simply because it would be 

a very courageous thing to do, although I can climb a mountain for that reason.9 

But why can't I attack the weight lifter, assuming that I don't get clobbered in doing 

so, and assuming that my courage isn't mere rashness? Because it's not courage at all, 

if there's no further reason to attack her. It ~ rash to attack her, if I do so for no 

reason, even if I don't stand much chance of being beaten. Likewise, the courage of the 

school-yard bully who beats up smaller kids isn't courageous at all. (In which case 

mountain-climbing might not be particularly courageous either, if it's done for no better 

reason.) 

This sounds a bit fishy. If my exercise of virtue is to bring me happiness, it has to 

acknowledge the objective value of things that I may not care for, because otherwise my 

exercise of virtue is no exercise of virtue at all, and so won't make me happy. The 

reason they aren't virtuous and so won't make me happy is that they're objectively 

valuable--regardless of whether they're subjectively valuable. But why should that affect 

my happiness, in other words, make the difference whether an act is virtuous or not? 

The latter way of stating it may seem plausible, but the former does not. The only 

reason the latter seems plausible is that we're accustomed to interpreting the virtues non-

egoistically. For it to be true, there has to be something about the form or the content 

of happiness for humans such that it requires agents to have a subjective theory of value 

90f course, the mountain may have objective value, too, in which case I wouldn't 
be justified in climbing it if doing so would require that I blast thousands of hand-holds 
into the side of it. 
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which corresponds to the true objective theory of value--whatever that is. Insofar as it 

doesn't, we won't really live the good (=happy) life. 

Many people do like to think that their actions have real value and their emotions 

and values are well-founded. So perhaps this is some intuitive or psychological basis for 

the link between happiness and objective value, though not much of one. Value theory 

virtue ethics would have to argue that you really do have to believe this, and to either 

be right or at least have good grounds for believing it, in order to be really happy. 

Additionally, one might appeal once again to the perspective of a complete life; if you 

destroyed the painting and later came to value it, or attacked the weight lifter and later 

came to like her, then you might regret what you'd done earlier, and so it's not prudent 

to misuse things which you (or someone you care for) later might have a greater 

appreciation for. However, I think that the role of a theory of value in virtue ethics 

needs to be more widely acknowledged and investigated before we're likely to get a 

response that's likely to be even minimally satisfactory. 

The moral skeptic might also ask, "Even if I value the proper things, when morality 

in the narrow, modern sense stands in the way of living the good life for myself, why 

should I be moral?" For example, if the highest life of virtue for me requires that I 

leave the bourgeois trappings of home and family behind, rather like Gaugin or a 

character in a Sartre novel, what should I do? The modern moral/non-moral distinction 

may be gone, but does virtue ethics permit these sorts of tradeoffs between moral and 

non-moral elements of the good life? 
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Suppose that two different lives of virtue are open to me, and I acknowledge the 

values inherent in both but have to choose one over the other. I don't think of my child 

as getting in the way of my life of virtue because she's so time consuming and so 

expensive to keep. Or do I? She sure does prevent me from living the contemplative 

life. I might wonder whether I should move to Tahiti with all my books and without her 

or my husband. Even though I value them both, I might either value the contemplative 

life more (and perhaps it's even more objectively valuable), or it might simply be a more 

virtuous life for someone with my character. Traditional moral considerations would 

probably urge that I stay with my family, but if there's no moral/non-moral distinction, 

should I let my family stand in the way of the best possible life for me? 

Let's back up a moment to the point where I'm trying to decide whether to get 

married and have a family or move to Tahiti and live the life of quiet contemplation. In 

this case, I don't think that virtue ethics has any general grounds for saying that I should 

choose family over contemplation. Indeed, if we're going to ask the really tough 

question about what to do after I'm married and I realize that the life of contemplation 

would both be more virtuous and be objectively most valuable, then if I also realize that 

before I'm married surely I should pack my bags. It seems to me that traditional moral 

theories don't object to me doing this before I'm married, either. 

Once I'm married, have a child, and make this realization, what should I do? We're 

assuming that the best life for me really is one of contemplation, and that this life also 

has the greatest objective value. I love my family and would hate to leave them, but not 
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so much that I wouldn't, given the alternative. In fact, nothing less would even tempt 

me to leave them. I've compared the virtues I'll likely develop and exercise if! stay, 

to those I'll have if I go, and Tahiti clearly wins. Why let traditional morality stand in 

the way, particularly if there's no significant distinction between intellectual and moral 

virtues? 

Virtue ethics can acknowledge that this is a very different situation than one in 

which I haven't yet embarked upon the life of home and family. In that case, I've 

already chosen a certain set of virtues and values to cultivate. In doing so, I've made 

certain commitments, both to my husband and my child, which I'd have to break in order 

to change my life. But why isn't greater virtue or value more important than my 

commitment? Because both virtue and value require a certain attitude and certain actions 

toward the things I've committed myself to. Moreover, leaving them might be 

inconsistent with virtues such as integrity. I would have to go against my character as 

a mother and wife were I to leave for Tahiti. 

All this is not to say that virtue ethics tells me I must stay, however. It means that 

I must not leave lightly or for trivial reasons, like simply lying on the beach in Tahiti and 

watching the natives. If my life here has little value--I'm no more than a housekeeper 

to my husband and I'm seldom home with my child--then perhaps leaving would be the 

best thing. Likewise, if my life of contemplation would be likely to degenerate, staying 

would probably be the best thing. However, we;ve supposed that the contemplative life 

clearly wins in terms of virtue and value, so should you go? Again, we have to look at 
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happiness from the perspective of a complete life. If this move would render most of 

the life I've already lived meaningless and contradict most of the values I held and 

virtues I cultivated, then I should not go. The cost in these terms must be weighed 

against the gain in virtue and value from the family life to the life of contemplation. 

Many people are likely to discount this cost when starting a new life sounds attractive. 

Virtue ethics, then, says that we shouldn't take our prior commitments lightly, however, 

that doesn't mean that we should never sacrifice the moral for the non-moral. 

Despite the fact that virtue ethics begins with the happiness we all seek, and with 

the practical question of how to achieve the good life, this need not automatically mean 

that its vision(s) of the good life need be egoistic. Working from premises about what 

human nature, motivation, happiness, and value are like, virtue ethics gradually builds 

up a picture, a sketch really, of the good life for humans. The picture that these areas 

come together to define will be shaped more by the areas themselves than the starting

point, for it is they which provide content to the structure, a content which is never 

completely filled in except within the context of a particular human life and through that 

person's talents, circumstances, and by use of her phronesis or practical judgment. 

The fact that virtue ethics relies structurally, in part, on a theory of what is valuable 

suggests that the content of the theory will probably not be egoistic or self-centered. 

Things of value--to be valued by all (though not under all conditions) will include other 

humans and animals, works of art, and the environment. The reason that we must 

respect them is not self-centered; rather, it is simply because they are of value--should 
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be valued--given what they are, and what we are. Even if a culture-relative theory of 

value were adopted by a virtue ethicist, the members of each culture would be obliged 

to respect what is of value, as understood by that culture. So long as value is not defined 

completely subjectively--and a virtue ethicist is not likely to adopt such a stance--and so 

long as value theory plays a role in understanding human flourishing, each individual 

human's concerns must include what is valuable in a non-self-centered sense. 

Value theory virtue ethics rests on the claim that happiness is ultimately valuable. 

Virtue ethicists argue for this by appealing to intuition; isn't happiness sought in all that 

everyone does? Thus, the argument rests on the universal subjective value of happiness. 

However, it's quite possible that some people would deny its truth; perhaps some people 

ultimately seek suffering or enlightenment or greatness rather than happiness, and stick 

fast to the claim that they don't desire these things because they think they'll be made 

happy by them. What can the virtue ethicist say to such people, however few? Only if 

virtue ethics adopts an objective theory of does it seem that genuine claims of such 

people can be dismissed. Without that, virtue ethics is conditional on each person's 

acceptance of the proposition that what they ultimately seek in life is happiness, thinly 

specified. 1O It is, in other words, hypothetically rather than categorically true. This 

10 Although Aristotle says that we should start from the subjective value of happiness, 
since that's what we know best (1095b2-4). 
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may not bother some virtue ethicists, but if virtue ethics already leans toward an 

objective theory of value, this might be yet another advantage of it. 

Virtue ethicists such as Hursthouse seem to have an objective theory of value in 

mind. Such a theory is a liability because it substantially increases the burden of what 

virtue ethics needs to prove or assume to be successful as well as raising questions about 

the connection between happiness and value. It also carries with it certain advantages, 

as we have seen. One might attempt to produce a theory of value which stops short of 

either complete objectivism or subjectivism, as we suggested with an account of 

happiness. For example, one might attempt to base values in human nature or human 

traditions and practices. That is, given that you are a human or that you are part of a 

certain tradition or practice, certain things have value even if you don't subjectively value 

them. This would stop short of complete values subjectivism, hopefully without being 

quite as difficult to prove as objectivism. 

What does value theory virtue ethics need from a theory of value? Rather a lot, it 

seems, although it's the agent herself who must know or discern what is valuable and 

what not. She has to have enough knowledge of what's worthwhile for it to help her in 

choosing her ends and guiding her use of the virtues, and especially her emotional 

responses. For the way we decide whether a given exercise of virtue (say, courage) is 

appropriate or not, and the way we determine what the appropriate virtue demands in a 

given situation, depends on the value of what we're achieving in our exercise of virtue. 

Courage may not be called for if you're a Nazi soldier fighting the enemy, or else 
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courage may call for something quite different from what your commanding officer 

demands of you, and your judgment of the values involved is crucial in setting upon the 

correct course. Virtue ethics expects us to appeal to value theory to make our decisions, 

although it's usually emphasized that our sense of value is something must develop with 

age and experience and which isn't easily explained or passed on to another person. 

Value theory is very important for virtue ethics, but a detailed, well-codified account of 

what is valuable often isn't expected or even seen as possible. 

Conclusion 

Value theory virtue ethics contends that virtue is the form which happiness takes, 

and then attempts to give an objective account of happiness and thus virtue. Its account 

of these also appeals to an objective theory of value. If wholly objective theories of 

these things can't be had now (or even, perhaps, ever) then different sorts of less 

objective accounts may be appealed to. However, I've argued that virtue ethics stops 

short of full relativism or subjectivism, and I've attempted to show how the theory might 

rule out some practices as bad ways of dealing with a particular ubiquitous human 

problem--without the complete account of happiness or value theory in hand. 

In the next chapter, we'll discuss a few more structural details of value theory virtue 

ethics before we step back to look at the overall structure of the theory that's been 

described. Finally, we'll compare it to human nature virtue ethics, and discuss whether 
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either theory might be adequate, as well as whether either will have most or many of the 

benefits that contemporary proponents claim for virtue ethics. 
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What, then is the structure of virtue ethics? We've seen that there are two main 

directions in which the theory may go while remaining truly virtue-oriented. First, virtue 

ethics may hold that human nature or perfection of character, understood in terms of the 

virtues, provides the standard of moraIity--whether we humans happen to value human 

nature or perfection, or not. This is quite distinct from deontology, and from teleology 

in the sense which is equivalent to consequentialism or ethics of outcome or ultimate 

value. It is teleological in a metaphysical sense, of the good of and for a kind. 

Secondly, virtue ethics may avoid this brand of teleology and ally itself more closely 

with consequentialist theories by holding that happiness is, as a matter of fact, the 

ultimate goal which we all seek. To distinguish itself from a form of utilitarianism or 

egoism, value theory virtue ethics must hold that a) virtue is the best way to pursue 

happiness, and that further b) the life of virtuous activity actually constitutes happiness. 

As we have seen, in order to support these two points, value theory virtue ethics must 

argue that what makes humans happy is (at least somewhat) objective, and that it is an 

internal, active thing which occurs not over discrete moments but rather a complete life 

of this type. 

I've argued that value theory virtue ethics best characterizes the structure of most 

ancient virtue theories, as well as Thomistic ethics, although certainly both use the 



278 

language of human nature virtue ethics in trying to argue for the objective content of 

happiness for humans. However, at the moment there is no single foundation or 

structure of contemporary virtue ethics, for contemporary proponents of the theory have 

not sufficiently addressed these issues. To the extent that foundational issues are engaged 

or at least hinted at, contemporary virtue ethics goes in both directions. Some 

proponents base their theory on happiness, others on human nature or perfection of 

character directly. Virtue ethics is at the same time claimed to be very similar to other 

moral theories and, conversely, to be unique or to at least have unique advantages (and 

also drawbacks). There is no consensus on the foundation and structure of virtue ethics, 

or its place in the standard taxonomy of moral theories. In attempting to develop a form 

of virtue ethics, it will be crucial to acknowledge what foundation it has--happiness, 

human nature, or something else--and what structure the theory must or just does take. 

Let's take a final look at the structure of each form of virtue ethics, so that we can 

compare the performance of each against the desiderata of and objections to the 

contemporary virtue ethics movement. 

The Structure of Value Theory Virtue Ethics 

Value theory virtue ethics is a monistic, foundationalist theory. Happiness, thinly 

defined, is its foundation. This foundation is supported by the alleged fact that humans 

ultimately value something called happiness. Happiness must meet certain criteria: it 

must be complete, self-sufficient, active, and internal. These criteria are supported on 

- ---------------------
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intuitive and instrumental grounds; for example, happiness could not consist in the mere 

possession of external goods, because it's absurd to think that mere possession would be 

sufficient for happiness. Moreover, the accumulation of external goods is an unreliable 

zero-sum game, and is poorly suited to yielding any stable, controllable form of 

happiness for that vast majority of people. The adoption of these criteria, together with 

a process of elimination, identifies happiness with virtue, formally defined. These 

criteria may also be supported on objective or psychological grounds. In fact, to support 

the claim that virtue constitutes happiness, happiness must be given some objective 

content; without it, such a claim is implausible. 

The virtues are formally demarcated by the areas in which (nearly) all humans must 

choose and act, and in which they naturally emote. A distinction between moral and 

non-moral virtues may be argued for but cannot be assumed. The formal definition of 

virtue tells us a bit more about happiness: it consists in acting and feeling appropriately 

in these spheres throughout a complete life. Happiness is thus active, internal, and 

occurs over a complete life when action and emotion are integrated in the character traits 

called virtues. Happiness is the internal goal of each virtue, and achieving its external 

goal may also be necessary for happiness even though it does not constitute it. 

Both happiness and virtue are given further content from external sources such as 

psychology and value theory. As we learn more about happiness or virtue, this further 

constrains the content of the other concept. This is because the one constitutes the other. 

They are not, however, reduced to one another because each concept retains some 
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independence; each has certain formal features, and each is given partial content from 

a source external to the theory proper. Value theory virtue ethics is foundationalist, but 

it is non-hierarchical and rejects reductionism and completeness. Furthermore, any 

modern theory is likely to reject the thesis that there is no external component to 

happiness, so value theory virtue ethics is likely to be a weak, or WVIA, theory (from 

Chapter Four). 

Value theory virtue ethics avoids circularity while still rejecting hierarchy insofar 

as (1) the accounts of the happiness and virtue do not each come all at once, but rather 

are developed gradually in steps, working from one node to the next and then back again, 

(2) happiness and virtue enjoy some independence, and (3) the theory does not jump the 

circuit without having built up another layer in "thickening" the specification of each 

concept; it does not jump from happiness (H) to virtue (V) back to H without having 

further developed V and used that development as the basis for the further development 

of H. This is bootstrapping or web-weaving rather than hierarchy or circularity. 

Value theory virtue ethics begs the question if the external concepts it appeals to in 

order to help justify it in fact assume it, or assume other (perhaps deontological) moral 

principles. The usual worry (which Rawls expresses) is that virtue ethics begs the 

question by assuming deontological principles. If the notions ef appropriate action and 

emotion are based on such principles, then virtue ethics does beg the question. However, 

they might instead be based on its conception of happiness, other non-moral external 

assumptions (about human nature or psychology), and value theory. Appeals to human 
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nature, psychology, or value theory need not beg the question. All the same, we must 

be on guard that the alleged facts about human nature don't have moral presuppositions 

built into them, for example, by both relying on and putatively justifying a moral/non

moral distinction. 

What about relying on value theory? Isn't this as unjustified as relying on 

deontological moral principles? Actually, even reliance upon deontological principles 

may be explicit and need not beg the question. Instead, both deontology and virtue ethics 

might be combined either loosely or strongly. This is the position of moderate virtue 

ethicists such as Louden and Kurt Baier. If the two theories can be combined into one, 

perhaps binomic theory, this single theory might strive to be complete--that is, to account 

for all of moral life by itself. On the other hand, if the two theories retain their separate 

identity but are claimed to jointly account for moral life, then we have a situation 

analogous to that in physics, where wave theory and Newtonian physics are two separate 

but equally necessary theories to explain the properties of light. These two theories 

cooperate at times, but retain their autonomy. Likewise, deontology and virtue ethics 

might be autonomous theories, the one directed toward acts and the other directed toward 

character, which cooperate in (say) explaining the role of action in character. No 

metatheory incorporating the two may be possible, just as there is no grand metatheory 

in physics. 

Value theory and virtue ethics may have this sort of relationship. In fact, the 

rejection of completeness in moral theory suggests that there could be other theories 

---- ~ ~-- -~-- ---~-~ - ~ 
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within the moral realm. Naturally, any multi-theory system demands an account of each 

theory's "turf" and the ways in which they overlap and cooperate. This is far from 

trivial, and my brief treatment of the role of value theory in virtue ethics certainly does 

not give such an account. It would be interesting to explore the differences between a 

multi-theory system which combines value theory and virtue ethics, and one which 

combines two ethical theories. Louden's attempt to combine deontology and virtue ethics 

might be instructive for radical virtue ethicists who reject deontology but rely on value 

theory.i If other moral theories are unable to account for the richness of moral life, 

virtue ethics may not be able to either. Virtue ethics may differ, however, in embracing 

this rather than denying it. 

In conclusion, value theory virtue ethics is foundationalist, non-hierarchical, and 

rejects reductionism and completeness. In rejecting completeness, it leaves open the 

possibility that virtue ethics may share the moral realm with another theory, such as 

deontology or value theory. However, its non-completeness need not make it beg the 

question, nor need its lack of hierarchy make it circular. Its connection to an account 

of human nature or psychology is contingent, and is limited to those facts about human 

nature which are relevant to happiness. 

On this account, however, virtue ethics is a moral theory; the anti-theorists are not 

vindicated. Still, this need not mean that value theory virtue ethics must have the 

negative characteristics which anti-theorists ascribe to moral theories, such as being 

iMorality and Moral Theory: A Reappraisal and Reaffirmation. 
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overly intellectualized and simplistic, and too removed from particulars. The non-

hierarchical, non-reductionist, non-complete structure of virtue ethics may well avoid 

some of these features. 2 However, a discussion of this possibility will have to wait for 

a later time.3 For now, let's examine the structure of human nature virtue ethics. 

The Structure of Human Nature Virtue Ethics 

Human nature virtue ethics replaces happiness with human nature or the perfection 

of character as the theory's foundation. In either case, the next level in the theory is 

virtue. Just as value theory virtue ethics must support the contention that virtue is the 

proper vehicle for happiness, human nature virtue ethics must support virtue as the 

proper way for human nature to be realized. The account of what a virtue is may reflect 

this different focus. 

Beyond identifying the foundation of human nature virtue ethics, it's difficult to 

describe its structure. This is because the notion of human nature, or the good of a kind, 

is supposed to somehow be linked to the good for a kind. We need to know the relation 

between these two concepts before we know whether the theory is binomic. Perhaps, 

like the different formulations of Kant's Categorical Imperative, they are meant to be 

inter-derivable. The theory would then be mononomic, and since the reduction is only 

2See Louden's "Virtue Ethics and Anti-Theory." Louden argues that some of the 
anti-theorists' objections to theory are misplaced. 

3We will examine how the charge of excessive simplicity might be levelled against 
value theory virtue ethics below. 
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within a level, it would not be committed to hierarchy or reductionism. If they are not 

inter-derivable, then the theory may well be binomic. 

The relation between virtue and human nature in such a theory must be constitutive, 

or else the theory (like character utilitarianism) would not be fundamentally a theory 

about virtue. Moreover, I doubt that it's ever been claimed that the virtues are 

instrumental to realizing human nature. Rather, on the ancient meaning of virtue, they 

are--constitute--excellences of character. The human nature virtue ethicist may therefore 

attempt to divide up :.oman nature into different facets, each of which would have a 

particular excellence or virtue. This is similar to the way Nussbaum divides up the areas 

in which humans must act and choose, and the lists might be very similar. If the account 

of the virtues can somehow inform and help give content to the account of human nature, 

then the theory would be non-hierarchical. 

Since this form of virtue ethics encompasses a theory of human nature, it might well 

strive for completeness, unlike value theory virtue ethics. However, it may still need to 

appeal to an external theory of value, unless its theory of value could be entirely derived 

from the theory of human nature. 

To a large extent, the structural features of human nature virtue ethics are 

underdetermined at this time. Proponents of this view may wish to reject hierarchy, 

reductionism, and, completeness just as value theory virtue ethics does. However, 

without knowing more about the connection between "the good of," "the good for," and 

"happiness," it's impossible to say what structure human nature virtue ethics must take. 
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Desiderata and Objections 

To what extent do value theory and human nature virtue ethics fulfill the desiderata 

of the contemporary pro-virtue literature? Does each avoid the three major lines of 

criticism about "modem moral philosophy," since virtue ethics has been hailed as a 

theory which might do so? The complaints were (1) incoherence; (2) inappropriate 

demands on moral agents due to a misguided, overly simplistic conception of the nature 

and purpose of morality; and (3) negligence or even "schizophrenia" in the lack of 

emphasis on character and moral development. 

Both forms of virtue ethics attempt to avoid these complaints. Certainly they 

address the third criticism. Further development of the theories would be required to see 

whether they do so at the expense of other things which most modem moral theories do 

handle well. However, critics might argue that a non-hierarchical, non-complete theory 

which has to rely on an account of human nature and/or value theory is no less 

incoherent and no more adequate as a characterization of the reality of moral life than 

are other moral theories. 

The charge that virtue ethics is incoherent is serious. Continued attention to the 

foundation and structure of virtue ethics is necessary if it's to avoid incoherence. Virtue 

ethics seems more coherent once we realize that moral theories need not be hierarchical, 

reductionist, and complete, and that rejecting these features need not involve circularity 

or begging the question. 

------------~--- -
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The second criticism really touches the heart of this debate, which is the nature and 

purpose not only of morality but of moral theory. Assertions that virtue ethics rejects 

the standard form of other moral theories only serves to underline the ways in which it 

is radically different. As Solomon pointed out,4 it's difficult not to beg the question in 

criticizing virtue ethics by assuming modern notions of the nature and purpose of 

morality and moral theory. Since it's likely to be a long time before this debate is 

settled, the best approach is to assume that virtue ethics' stance on it might be adequate. 

Criticisms about virtue ethics' approach to these issues should not be allowed to undercut 

the theory so long as these issues are a matter of major controversy. In developing a 

contemporary virtue theory, we might discover that it entails a different stance than we 

originally thought, or that the theory itself has something to add to the debate. 

What about other desiderata of virtue ethics? Both forms of the theory probably 

avoid a moral/non-moral distinction, along with the special moral sense of "ought." 

Even if some distinction can be made between, say, "moral" and "intellectual" virtues, 

it's unlikely that moral virtues can be accorded a special status. Whether the foundation 

of virtue ethics is happiness or human nature, it is likely to include within ethics things 

which we normally assume are beyond moral assessment. This is because both theories 

reflect a more inclusive conception of what is ethically relevant than a moral theory 

which is based on something like the resolution of inter-personal conflict. It would be 

4See Chapter Two. 
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surprising if in doing so virtue ethics could sharply demarcate what we call morality from 

what it adds to morality without illicitly smuggling in the distinction. Some virtue 

ethicists consider the loss of the moral/non-moral distinction and the special moral sense 

of "ought" a feature, although critics are likely to disagree. Here again, part of the 

debate stems from a more fundamental disagreement about the purpose of morality. 

As teleological theories, both forms of virtue ethics need an account of their 

specification of the good, its scope, its distribution, the achievement level required, the 

method of achieving it, and how they evaluate attempts to achieve it. We've discussed 

their specification of the good in the chapters on each theory. The scope of the good in 

each form of virtue ethics is discussed in Chapter Seven and below, with the objection 

that virtue ethics is egoistic. 

As we've seen in Chapter Seven, the good for value theory virtue ethics is 

distributed over a complete life, something which ancient ethicists also emphasize. 

Human nature virtue ethics is likely to follow this pattern. Other questions about the 

distribution of the good in each theory could also be raised. For example, should 

happiness or perfection of character reach their high point at the end of a life of virtue? 

This is a likely option, given the emphasis on character development. 

Does virtue ethics leave room for supererogation? That remains to be seen. 

Supererogation asks about the required achievement level. Virtue ethics in general is 

known for setting an ideal of human character, and the term "perfectionism" accentuates 

this idealism. However, ancient virtue ethicists do not assume that any human could 
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actually achieve this ideal; the wholly virtuous person would have to fully posses all the 

virtues, and this seems impossible. 5 The ideal is something to strive for and provides 

an image of the good life. However, it cannot set the required achievement level. 

Where, then is this level to be set? 

It seems natural that virtue ethics would exhort people to be as virtuous as possible.6 

With its emphasis on moral development rather than discrete acts, the theory may 

recognize that an individual's ability to be virtuous can be changed over time. People 

who are exceptionally virtuous compared to what others are capable of may then be 

recognized as supererogatory. Individual actions which would normally be beyond an 

individual's capability, or beyond most people's ability, would also be supererogatory. 

If there is no firm distinction between moral and non-moral virtues, there would also be 

no firm distinction between moral and non-moral supererogation. Intellectual super-

erogation might therefore be possible, with Albert Einstein as an example. 

However, it should be noted that nothing within value theory or human nature virtue 

ethics commits either to giving supererogation a special place. Rather, the notion of 

moral development over time and between individuals simply leaves room for this 

concept. If other moral theories also leave room for supererogation, this is no special 

sPerhaps this anticipates the Christian idea that we are all sinners. 

6Even if happiness or human nature isn't a consequence or outcome, the language of 
maximizing and satisficing still arises: "as virtuous as possible," "virtuous enough," and 
"minimally decent Samaritan" are examples of this. The presumption toward maximizing 
may thus be challenged, as it has been with utilitarianism. 



289 

reason to prefer virtue ethics. Whether or not they do so has been a matter of 

controversy. 

The method of achieving the good is virtue in either forms of the theory. However, 

both forms leave open the possibility that one might pursue the good in an 

epistemologically indirect way. That is, an individual might not know in a given instance 

or in general that her real goal was happiness or perfection of her character. In fact, we 

often focus more on the external goals of the virtues than on happiness itself, perhaps 

thereby avoiding the paradox of hedonism. The good in virtue ethics might also be 

pursued indirectly in another way, via the use of rules of thumb and the like. If the 

person who lacks a virtue must often start out by using rules or simply obeying others, 

then virtue ethics builds some indirectness into its account of moral development. The 

merits of indirect utilitarianism (in both of the senses of indirectness) have been widely 

discussed, but the issue is seldom raised within the virtue ethics literature--except as a 

claim that virtue ethics can or can't find a place for rules within the theory.7 

It would be interesting to further consider how each form of virtue ethics deals with 

these general issues raised by teleological theories. Discussion of them has been directed 

almost entirely toward utilitarianism. However, they also apply to very different types 

of teleological theory. 

7The place for rules within a virtue ethics is a very important issue, but it is not 
considered here, except insofar as the possibility is raised that virtue ethics might be 
combined with deontology. Virtue ethics can, I think, come up with very general rules 
in the sort of way that it comes up with general guides for action; see Chapter Seven. 
Hursthouse deals with this issue, as we saw in Chapter Three. 
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How does each form of virtue ethics fare with the usual objections to such a theory? 

Recall that in Chapter Two we divided objections into external and internal. External 

objections, from outside ethics proper, complain about virtue ethics' reliance upon 

metaphysically suspect notions of human nature, and so on. Internal objections include 

egoism, failure to guide action, relativism, and contingency (the inability of the agent to 

be fully in control of whether or not she is virtuous on a given occasion), and come from 

within ethics proper. 

Human nature virtue ethics is certainly open to external objections, and will have 

many of the problems usually ascribed to ancient ethics. We've observed ourselves that 

human nature virtue ethics has trouble finding an adequate account of human nature, 

connecting the good of to the good for humans, and generating normative conclusions 

from any respectable, non-question-begging account of human nature. 

Human nature virtue ethics also fares poorly with internal objections. Given 

normative conclusions about the good of and for humans, it may be difficult to translate 

these into adequate guides for action, particularly in difficult moral situations. This is 

partially because it's hard to see how a notion of the characteristically human life would 

bear on many common moral problems, or how it would consistently avoid enshrining 

less savory features of human nature as a characteristic part of such a life. 

What of other internal objections? Human nature virtue ethics might not be 

particularly egoistic. Sociobiologists have argued that animals exhibit limited altruism, 

and an account of human nature might well show that we are often quite altruistic. It's 
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hard to see how human nature virtue ethics would not be egoistic to the same extent that 

human nature is. Perhaps humans tend toward egoism just as they tend to lose their 

teeth, and neither tendency shows us what is characteristically human. However, any 

such claim would be difficult to support. Apart from egoism, human nature virtue ethics 

certainly would be anthropocentric, and thus might open itself to the charge of 

speciesism. 

As far as the agent's control of her own virtuous behavior is concerned, there's no 

reason why either form of virtue ethics would do any better or worse. Going back to 

what we said about supererogation and the required achievement level, the emphasis on 

moral development allows for the recognition that virtuous activity is often beyond an 

agent's capabilities at a particular time, although this might be changed over the long 

run. Either form of virtue ethics requires an account of volition (which Aristotle, for 

example, offers) and the relation between volition and action as well as emotion. 

Value theory virtue ethics fares somewhat better, particularly with regard to external 

objections. Its foundational notion of the good is not metaphysically suspect. 

Utilitarianism also grounds normative conclusions in the alleged fact that everyone 

ultimately values happiness, thinly defined. Although value theory virtue ethics is open 

to criticism from its appeal to human nature and value theory, it needs these theories only 

insofar as they are relevant to happiness. This avoids the problem of deciding which 

features of human nature should be picked out, and limits the degree to which the 

external theory must be fully developed. 
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Value theory virtue ethics initially seems quite egoistic because of its emphasis on 

happiness. However, even if it is focused on the agent's happiness, it gives happiness 

objective content. Whether or not it is egoistic thus depends on the content of happiness 

and the virtues which constitute them (although we must be careful not to pick out 

particular virtues simply because we want the theory to be other-regarding). We saw in 

Chapter Seven that the appeal to value theory might actually help value theory virtue 

ethics avoid the charge of egoism. (It might avoid anthropocentrism in the same way.) 

Conversely, however, the agent's interests and projects still are very important, and this 

form of virtue ethics is unlikely to require frequent and extensive intrusions on the agent. 

Moreover, without a distinction between moral and non-moral "oughts," moral concerns 

are unlikely to trump non-moral ones, as we saw in Chapter Seven. This last feature is 

likely to lead to the criticism that if virtue ethics is not egoistic, neither is it particularly 

moral in the modern sense, because it denies the over-ridingness of moral considerations. 

Again, whether or not this is a good thing is a matter of controversy, although most 

philosophers would probably agree that it is not. 

We also discussed the charge of failure to guide action in Chapter Seven. It's quite 

possible for value theory virtue ethics to avoid the brunt of this criticism. However, the 

level of relativism admitted will depend on the extent to which happiness may be given 

objective, universal content; some limited relativism is quite likely and may be embraced 

by many virtue ethicists. 
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Failure to guide action is another worry from Chapter Seven. However, since 

having a virtue involves both appropriate action and feeling, some guides to action are 

certainly given. The question is how much guidance the theory, as opposed to the 

individual's actual virtue, provides. As a theory, virtue ethics may have little to say in 

many moral dilemmas about specific guides to action. Whether it's appropriate to expect 

a moral theory to provide specific action guides is a point of contention. If virtue ethics 

cannot tell us how the virtues guide the agent's decisions, then its usefulness as a tool 

for moral criticism or advice is rather limited. 

An examination of the foundation and structure of virtue ethics tells us some things 

about its surface features and the way it can handle objections. However, as we have 

seen, some features of virtue ethics and its responses to objections are underdetermined 

by an account of the theory's foundation and structure. Contrasting value theory to 

human nature virtue ethics shows that value theory virtue ethics comes out somewhat 

ahead. Our final conclusions about the prospects for value theory and human nature 

virtue ethics will reconsider the main challenges each form of virtue ethics faces, as well 

as the prospects for developing a full theory of each. 
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Human Nature vs. Value Theory Virtue Ethics 

What foundation and structure should contemporary virtue ethics adopt? If being 

quite different from other moral theories, particularly consequentialist theories, is very 

important, then human nature virtue ethics seems best. In fact, value theory virtue ethics 

risks collapsing into utilitarianism or egoism, especially character-oriented versions of 

those theories. However, the extent to which uniqueness is a desideratum depends on 

how well a form of virtue ethics which is closer to consequentialism fits other desiderata 

of contemporary virtue ethicists, compared to how well human nature virtue ethics fits. 

On the other hand, sharing some common ground with consequentialism may be an 

advantage; value theory virtue ethics might share with utilitarianism and egoism 

arguments about the subjective value of happiness and its suitability as the foundation for 

ethics. More importantly, perhaps, a form of virtue ethics which is teleological in the 

same sense as other ethics of ultimate value avoids the concept of the good of and for a 

kind, which many modem philosophers take exception to, and it may also avoid the 

appeal to an account of human nature. 

Realistically speaking, however, in order to sustain the claim that virtue constitutes 

happiness, and in order to give happiness some objective content, value theory virtue 

ethics will also be indebted to some account of human nature or human psychology. So 

the force of the latter "advantage" depends on whether value theory virtue ethics can use 

an account of human nature which is significantly less problematic than the account 

which human nature virtue ethics requires. I've argued in above and in the previous 
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chapter that there are some reasons to think that this might be the case. However, in 

attempting to apply value theory virtue ethics, I've resorted mostly to an appeal to 

intuition--which human nature virtue ethics can appeal to just as well. Nonetheless, the 

role that the account of human nature plays in value theory virtue ethics is less central 

and is limited to its relevance to happiness. Like aeronautics, where it's harder to take 

off overloaded than to stay aloft, human nature virtue ethics is burdened with an account 

of human nature from the outset; whereas value theory virtue ethics bears a lighter load 

and takes it on at a later point. 

In the end, I think that value theory virtue ethics is the best structure for 

contemporary virtue ethics to take, and happiness the most promising foundation. This 

is because it seems likely that the things which value theory virtue ethics is committed 

to in order to maintain the identification of happiness and virtue will secure most of the 

advantages which contemporary proponents desire. Value theory virtue ethics fares 

better with many of the standard objections to virtue ethics. It also does as well with the 

desiderata for such a theory. When these desiderata raise deeper issues about the nature 

and purpose of morality and moral theory which question whether the desiderata really 

are desirable, value theory virtue ethics is thrown into question. However, so is human 

nature virtue ethics, because they take a very similar stand on these issues, characteristic 

of the ancient approach to morality and moral theory. In light of the fact that value 

theory virtue ethics does just as well or better at meeting the desiderata and responding 

to criticisms, it seems wise to keep the need for an account of human nature and the 
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appeal to a non-metaphysical form of teleology to a minimum. Value theory virtue 

ethics, therefore, is a more promising form for contemporary virtue ethics. 

None of this shows that value theory virtue ethics is more likely to be true than is 

human nature virtue ethics. Even if modem philosophers are more likely to accept that 

everyone wants happiness and that this can provide a foundation for ethics, that does not 

thereby make it in reality the basis of ethics; if in fact the foundation of ethics is human 

nature, it's just too bad if modem philosophers aren't likely to accept it as such--or 

indeed if we can't provide the required account of human nature to give content to virtue, 

either in the near future or ever. What justifies taking virtue ethics in the direction 

which happens to seem most convenient, even granted that it is so? 

This asks what proof value theory (or human nature) virtue ethics is susceptible of. 

So far as I can tell, no philosopher has come up with a satisfactory answer to this 

question with regard to.ill!,Y moral theory. The proof that happiness is ultimately valuable 

is just that people value it in that way--as Mill and Aristotle both say. Kant thinks that 

the good will alone is ultimately valuable. Even if we can resolve this dispute, it would 

still not prove that the winner is the true basis of morality; adjudicating that further 

dispute is even more difficult. 

Actually, arguments for or against a moral theory are often made not on the grounds 

of truth or falsehood, but rather on the grounds of (in)coherence or (in)consistency, 

(counter)intuitiveness, and the extent to which it meets certain practical desiderata. 
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Certainly these, along with psychological realism, are the grounds on which the current 

virtue ethics debate is taking place. And perhaps a theory which stands up well on these 

grounds is the best we can hope for. "Modem moral philosophy" is variously rejected 

as incoherent, psychologically unrealistic, and too simple to cope with the richness of 

moral life. It's hoped or even asserted that virtue ethics is capable of better. This 

remains to be seen, and it's impossible to determine without careful attention to 

foundational and structural details. Without this, virtue ethics will seem incoherent and 

it will be impossible to determine what its features really are. 

Finally, if contemporary proponents of virtue ethics think that the human nature 

version of the theory is better or that it is true, I'm perfectly happy to have them work 

on developing it to the extent that they think it's possible. I'm more optimistic about 

value theory virtue ethics. However, since I think the battle will be fought on grounds 

other than the ultimate truth of the theory, if human nature or some other form of virtue 

ethics can do well in that debate I'll be just as happy. Indeed, like many proponents of 

virtue ethics, I'd be happy if I thought any theory, virtue-oriented or not, could do better 

than modern more theories seem to have done--even if many of the claims about the 

faults of modern moral theories are overstated. 
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Conclusion 

Contemporary defenders of virtue ethics have two main options for developing their 

view. They may adopt either happiness or human nature ("the good of and for a kind") 

as its foundation. Both theories are broadly teleological. Both commit the theory to an 

objective account of its foundation and a constitutive relation between the foundation and 

virtue. To this extent they already differ from other teleological theories. 

In order to give happiness and virtue content and to maintain the constitutive relation 

between the them, value theory virtue ethics takes a non-hierarchical, non-reductionist, 

non-complete structure. This structure is uncommon in moral theories, and is often not 

recognized as a viable option. In this theory, each concept retains some independence, 

and relies partially on external theories of human nature or value to provide content. As 

one concept is given partial content, it may place further consiraints on the other concept. 

The reliance on external theories allows for the possibility that virtue ethics might co

exist with other broadly axiological theories; this is also unusual. 

The need to rely on external theories could be an advantage to value theory virtue 

ethics if it helps give a more realistic or comprehensive account of moral life. However, 

it is also a disadvantage. It is difficult to appeal to a theory of human nature or objective 

value, because there is no complete or well-defended theory of either. Although value 

theory virtue ethics limits its need for such theories to things relevant to happiness, we 

don't have even such a limited account of either. Nor is it obvious how such accounts 

could have interesting implications for happiness. 
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Finally, this theory flirts dangerously with the charge of excessive simplicity often 

levelled ~ virtue ethicists against other moral theories. This is because value theory 

virtue ethics supposes (1) that human happiness is so simple and unitary as to be 

constituted solely or even primarily by virtue, and (2) that individuals have so much in 

common that any ethical theory can have interesting things to say about what happiness 

really is for everyone, even if it is constituted by virtue. Moreover, value theory virtue 

ethics will suffer from whatever problems are common to any virtue ethics. We'll 

examine what these might be after taking a final look at human nature virtue ethics. 

Human nature virtue ethics is likely to adopt structure similar to that of value theory 

virtue ethics, although the presence of a complete theory of human nature at its 

foundation makes the rejection of completeness less necessary. It also makes this form 

of virtue ethics especially novel and especially problematic. No other teleological theory 

appeals to this sort of conception of the good--to the good of and for a kind. 

Many philosophers are quick to reject ancient ethics for having this foundation. In 

fact, the foundation of ancient ethics is better understood in terms of value theory virtue 

ethics, with the notion of the good of and for a kind playing only a limited role to show 

what happiness for humans is likely to involve. However, many criticisms usually 

levelled against this common misunderstanding of ancient ethics will apply to a 

contemporary human nature virtue ethics. In particular, this theory suffers primarily 

from (1) the lack of an adequately descriptive account of human nature required for its 

foundation--if such an account is even possible; (2) a need to show how such an account 
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could yield interesting normative conclusions; and (3) a need to provide an account of 

the connection between "the good of' and "the good for." Each of these problems is 

peculiar to, or at least especially acute for, this form of virtue ethics. Contemporary 

virtue ethicists who hope to update a theory of human nature with modern psychology 

and sociobiology may well be disappointed, and need to address problem (2) in 

particular, as well as problem (3). Along with more minor problems peculiar to this 

theory, these three problems are an additional burden for human nature virtue ethics 

beyond problems common to any virtue ethics. 

One of the main problems common to any virtue ethics is a defense of this sort of 

approach to ethics and ethical theory, as we noted before. In addition, the development 

of either form of virtue ethics faces many of the challenges Anscombe describes for 

human nature virtue ethics. She recommends "banishing ethics totally from our minds" 

until we have an adequate philosophy of psychology (p. 228, italics in original). Her 

claims bear repeating to see which challenges face only human nature virtue ethics. She 

argues: "It is because of a big gap in philosophy that we can give no general account of 

the concept of virtue and of the concept of justice" (p. 230). 

For the proof that an unjust man is a bad man would require a positive account of 
justice as a "virtue." This part of the subject-matter of ethics is, however, 
completely closed to us until we have an account of what type of characteristic a 
virtue is--a problem, not of ethics, but of conceptual analysis--and how it relates to 
the actions in which it is instanced .... For this we certainly need an account at least 
of what a human action is at all, and how its description as "doing such-and-such" 
is 2.ffeo-ted by its motive and by the intention in it; and for this an account of such 
concepts is required. (pp. 215-16) 
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As part of a philosophy of psychology, Anscombe argues, we need to investigate the 

concepts of "action," "intention," "pleasure," "wanting" (p. 228), and develop accounts 

of human nature, human action, the type of characteristic a virtue is, and human 

flourishing (p. 233). 

Value theory virtue ethics decreases the requirements for an account of human nature 

without eliminating it, and is likely to add a demand for an account of objective value 

which human nature virtue ethics might or might not need. We've seen over the last 

several chapters that value theory virtue ethics needs accounts of human action and the 

type of characteristic a virtue ethics, and of course of flourishing. It also needs an 

analysis of concepts such as action and intention. In other words, the recommendation 

to banish ethics totally from our minds for the next few centuries might not be unduly 

pessimistic for either form of virtue ethics. 

Someone more optimistic than Anscombe about the prospects for other sorts of 

moral theories is likely to respond by banishing virtue ethics totally from their mind and 

concentrating on the alternatives. The fact that her article actually began a resurgence 

of interest in virtue ethics suggests that either many philosophers are desperate enough 

to bet on an ethical theory they won't be able to develop for centuries, or else that they 

disagree with Anscombe's dismal assessment of the prospects for developing virtue 

ethics. It seems as though a moral philosopher would have to be awfully impressed by 

the problems with "modem moral philosophy" to banish ethics totally from their minds 

for a few centuries. Moreover, their faith that it will only be a few centuries seems 
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remarkable in the face of what Anscombe says is needed. How much progress have we 

made in these things since Aristotle, and how much can modem psychology or 

sociobiology be expected to speed the process? The answer to both questions is probably 

"Not much." 

Is modern moral philosophy really in such awful shape that it's really better to put 

ethics on hold for centuries, or is Anscombe unduly pessimistic about the prospects for 

developing virtue ethics? In one way she is too optimistic, but in another way she is too 

pessimistic. 

Anscombe is too optimistic in assuming that we'll ever have an adequate account of 

human nature or flourishing, or adequate conceptual analyses of concepts such as action 

and intention. Moreover, she fails to recognize the considerable problems posed by 

grounding ethics in human nature; I've argued that these problems are somewhat less 

than those of grounding ethics in happiness or flourishing. It's nece::;sary to consider in 

some detail what sort of foundation human nature would or could provide for ethics 

before going off to work on moral psychology and conceptual analysis, expecting that 

this work will be fruitful and can eventually be turned back toward the ethical theory. 

Failure to consider the foundation and structure of the theory is also the cause of her 

excessive pessimism. Careful development of a blueprint for virtue ethics can narrow 

down what is required from the accounts and analyses of the relevant concepts, and can 

show us what to concentrate on first. If value theory virtue ethics is the most plausible 
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form of virtue ethics, then any attempt to give a complete account of human nature or 

a perfectly general analysis of what a virtue is, is far more ambitious than it need be. 

Moreover, the structure of the theory has important implications for the way we 

should go about developing accounts or analyses of its components. If virtue ethics is 

hierarchical, then we need to complete step one before moving on to step two. If it is 

reductionist, step one will allow us to derive the latter steps. This isn't necessarily easy, 

but any prior attempts to develop an independent account of the later concepts would go 

to waste as far as the theory is concerned. Utilitarians, for example, don't spend their 

time giving an independent account of rights; insofar as they want to include rights, they 

work on deriving them from their conception of utility. Moreover, if virtue ethics is 

complete, it had better not appeal to any axiological concepts which would be external 

to the theory. 

Anscombe may accept all this, but hold that virtue ethic-:- is non-hierarchical, non

reductionist, and non-complete--as I've argued it is. In that case, isn't independent 

development of these concepts and theories appropriate? Yes, but it's a mistake to 

assume that a non-hierarchical theory imposes no order at all on its somewhat 

independent components. Circularity must be avoided, to begin with. However, when 

we discussed how a non-hierarchical theory might avoid circularity, it became appar·;:nt 

that a non-hierarchical theory would have to build up its components layer by layer, 

working from one to the other and back again. The strand which is dropped for a while 

must be picked up again at the next level until the web is built in an orderly fashion. 
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In fact, this is the only way we can hope to make progress in developing accounts 

of concepts such as human nature and flourishing. It's unrealistic to suppose that we can 

develop one in relative isolation and then go on to the next, or that different philosophers 

can develop them concurrently but in isolation from the other developing accounts. If 

we don't bootstrap virtue ethics, we will be waiting forever. If we do bootstrap it, then 

there's no sense in saying that we must banish it totally from our minds until we decide 

all the components are finally ready for assembly. Like the typical do-it-yourself kit 

where all the parts and tools are seldom in the box, you have to look at the parts list and 

the diagram to see what you need to assemble an ethical theory. Moreover, you can 

usually assemble some of it before you get the missing part, and sometimes you discover 

you can do without it. While Anscombe tells us not to even open the box before we 

have all the parts, most people have returned the entire package to the store and 

exchanged it for a different ethical theory which might not have as many features but 

which is more easily assembled and doesn't have parts missing. 

Unfortunately, human nature virtue ethics is missing the first part and can't get far 

without it. Moreover, it's not clear where the first part will get us in such a theory, and 

that's why it's wise to examine the theory's structure before we go off looking for an 

account of human nature which may never serve the theory's needs. The theory may be 

able to work back and forth from human nature to virtue (understood as an excellence 

of character) if the theory is non-hierarchical, but we won't get far even with this unless 

we understand how a theory of human nature (if we had it) could be normative. Finally, 
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this theory also needs to clarify what the hoped-for relation between the good of and the 

good for is before it can be developed very far. If these are jobs for moral 

psychologists, they are also jobs for moral theorists, and they involve something besides 

analyzing concepts and developing accounts of human nature and so on. The blueprints 

must be examined or rather drawn before the subcontractors can be helpful. 

Value theory virtue ethics is also missing the first part, an account of human 

flourishing. However, an examination of the theory's structure reveals that we're more 

likely to get somewhere from that starting point. Moreover, it's easier to see how we 

could work back and forth from happiness to virtue in such a theory, as we've seen in 

the last two chapters. Finally, although the claim that virtue constitutes happiness is 

highly controversial, we can do something at this point to see whether it, or the weaker 

claim which forms character utilitarianism or egoism, seems at all plausible. Given our 

current understanding of human psychology, it's doubtful that we could prove either the 

stronger or the weaker version to be true. Other types of theorists will want, I think, to 

argue that aside from this, it's quite implausible. This is a debate which moral 

philosophers have hardly begun to engage in. If I'm correct in thinking that character 

utilitarianism or egoism is a step on the way to value theory virtue ethics, more 

discussion of these theories is justified. 

Anscombe's conclusion that we must banish ethics totally from our minds is 

therefore premature. Even if she is correct in her assessment that only virtue ethics will 

do, there is much work in ethics to be done. An examination of the foundation and 
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structure of virtue ethics, as well as a consideration of its place within the standard 

taxonomy of moral theories, is useful to determine whether virtue ethics might eventually 

be viable as well as to determine what shape it would best take. I've argued that 

although value theory virtue ethics faces some considerable challenges, it is a coherent 

moral theory and is more likely to be viable than human nature virtue ethics. Certainly 

this is useflll information for moral philosophers and moral psychologists. Moreover, 

examining the structure of virtue ethics is also useful to help bring home the point that 

moral theories, like scientific theories, can reject hierarchy, monism, reductionism (or 

eliminativism), and completeness. Doing so does not make the theory less respectable, 

although it might make it more complex. And explaining the complexity of moral life 

is an important goal of moral theorizing. The foundation and structure of moral theory 

provides a foundation and structure for our moral life, and certainly this is not something 

we should lightly put away for centuries or reject entirely. 
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